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      The scent of rot wafted on the spring breeze as decaying trees, plants, and bodies made their presence known. Some hardy shoots were poking up from the earth, while the ground was soft from the recently melted snow. The hills and mountains in the distance were still capped in white, but the spring melt had finished, at least in this region… as evidenced by how the ground shook to the sound of drums and pounding boots.

      Shale Mountainreach barely resisted the urge to tremble as he watched from a hilltop a good twenty miles from the drums, Estrid, his Level 320 Aural Sleipnir, practically danced nervously beneath him. He couldn’t blame her, since the sight made him nervous, even from this far away.

      “Shh… easy, girl. We’re not going anywhere near that mess,” Shale said soothingly, stroking her neck while focusing on the plains in the distance, his Scout’s Vision skill allowing him to see far more clearly than most people could, even with a spyglass.

      Fort Sunset stood out like a jagged, broken finger. Some old earth mage must have created it, because there was no reason for the two hundred-yard-tall pillar of obsidian-dark stone to spear up from the plains like that. It’d been shaped and hardened, with ley lines powering wards which would make it difficult to alter even for those over level eight hundred. Once it might’ve been glorious, with whitewashed walls and gleaming bronze roofs, but now the fort was darker, the mostly-undead inhabitants not caring about their surroundings nearly as much. Figures in black, white, dull gray, and purple lined the walls, but the defenders weren’t staying in their fortress, they’d also sallied forth.

      Undead cavalry, archers, and shock troops had formed lines, from draugr to skeletons to zombies. The sight of them set Shale’s hairs on end, for most of the ones he could see were level two hundred or higher, and there were close to five thousand of them. Fort Wraith only had a little over a thousand soldiers, and most of them were lucky to be above level two hundred, leaving him relieved they weren’t facing the undead of Abydon’s Blight.

      Yet the defenders paled next to the attackers. The Fifth Legion of the Centhar Expanse was arrayed against the undead, moving in time to the beating of drums. Eight thousand soldiers were on the field, none below level three hundred. A commander on pegasus-back flew overhead, a Level 655 Storm Human. And in the lead was the famed Golden Century, one hundred men and women clad in shimmering gold armor with shields and spears. One hundred soldiers who were each a minimum of level four hundred, with a Level 602 Warlord Human commander, one which Shale had heard rumors about. He suspected he was about to see how true those rumors were.

      The armies marched toward each other, neither attacking until they reached an invisible line. Yet when they did, all hell broke loose.

      Indigo light radiated from Fort Sunset, almost seeming to extinguish the sun for an instant, and five projectiles lanced out at the Fifth Legion, aiming for their more vulnerable magi and siege crews.

      As one, the Golden Century clashed their spears against their shields while the commander shouted, then planted their shields in a wall. A barrier of golden light erupted into being before the entire army, and the indigo projectiles exploded on hitting it, the eruption blocking all sight for a moment, shortly followed by a ripple through the earth. The Golden Century reeled back slightly, but held firm before the attack, causing Shale to hiss internally. It seemed the rumors were right, they were able to combine a defensive skill with their commander’s aid, allowing them to share the impact of an attack, after reducing it somewhat. But he didn’t have time to consider it further.

      A necromancer in the sallying force raised a staff, and black clouds descended, accompanied by howling winds. Black drops of putrid rain began forming, their touch killing fresh shoots instantly and staining the ground black, but the rain never had a chance to reach the attackers.

      The pegasus-mounted commander slashed her hand through the air, ripping the clouds in two for a mile in either direction so the rain didn’t fall on her army, ending with her arm pointed at an outlying group of the undead, and the wind screamed as it tore through the unfortunate soldiers with all the mercy of a tornado, shredding the level two hundreds like they were paper.

      Black spears, fireballs, blades of wind, and more lanced out from the undead army, and the Golden Century couldn’t block everything as thousands of attacks filled the air, accompanied by a cavalry charge toward the Fifth Legion’s right flank. Shields came up, magical barriers flickered and flashed, and the Fifth Legion responded in kind, though their attacks contained far more beams of light, verdant spears, and more.

      Fort Sunset continued to provide supporting fire, using powerful, enchanted siege engines, while the Golden Century seemed to be specifically preparing to block the shots, even as they tore through the undead they confronted with relative ease. The mage commander brought down a plague-focused tornado, only to be countered by the legion’s commander, who countered with a pillar of lightning which the undead mage barely blocked as it incinerated dozens of other undead in its area.

      “Looks like the Expanse chose their general specifically to counter the commander of Fort Sunset, sir,” Tilner said, the woman sounding a little shaken. Shale winced, but nodded.

      “That they did,” he agreed, watching warily as a group of undead cavalry were decimated by several magi tearing the ground from beneath their feet and dropping them onto living wooden spikes other magi had created. It wouldn’t work on his troops, but the follow-up fireballs would. “I think Fort Sunset is about⁠—”

      Blue light split the sky, and the Golden Century’s barrier shattered, throwing them back several steps as their shields and armor dented and cracked. The beam of blue light which punched through three sets of magical barriers around the Level 655 Storm Human commander in an instant, obliterated the neck of her mount, then punched a hole six inches across through her chest. Then a single, inconspicuous figure in the front lines of the undead threw off his cloak and howled as the staff he’d been holding crumbled to dust.

      The howl shook the air and earth itself, and Estrid nearly bolted in response. Dozens of the Fifth Legion fell to the howl, bleeding from their eyes and ears, and Shale’s mouth fell open as he looked on Talgos the Undying, a Level 705 Draugr Wolf Therian, and one of the single most powerful inhabitants of Abydon’s Blight. The man looked like a white-furred, humanoid wolf, and he wasted no time at all, having taken the most powerful member of the Fifth Legion out of the picture, even if her body vanished in a puff of teleportation a moment later.

      Talgos’s charge shattered the reforming barrier of the Golden Century like the juggernaut he was said to be, not even slowing as he hammered through it. Swinging his claws, bloody arcs of energy shot through the air at his foes. The members of the Century could block and survive them, but the weaker, less well-equipped soldiers behind them weren’t so fortunate, as he cut a swathe through the more vulnerable ranks of the shaken army, and then he deliberately set upon the Golden Century itself, and Shale blanched.

      “Gods above!” Tilner said, looking ill at the bloodbath which ensued, and the way the attack had shattered the Fifth Legion’s coordination. Undead were pouring into the gaps in the formation, even as the drums changed beats, and the Legion began to retreat. “I thought General Talgos was at the southern border! He’s going to kill all of them!”

      “Doubtful, but he’s certainly going to leave them maimed before their seven-hundreds show up,” Shale said grimly, flinching as a seventh member of the Golden Century was torn limb from limb, even as injuries on Talgos closed. “They’re going to have to worry about more weapons like that one, too. Come on, let’s get out of here before they bother with weaklings like us.”

      “Yes, sir!” Tilner said emphatically, turning her mount, and together they fled.

      The surrounding nations might have finally begun paying attention to the danger of Abydon’s Blight, but that didn’t mean the undead nation was going to fall easily. It was going to be a bloody spring, and Shale could only pray that his company wouldn’t be thrown into a meat-grinder like that one.

      As they left, the scent of rot was joined by that of fresh blood and death.
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      “You almost done, Talyn?” Melody asked calmly, though a hint of humor lurked in her voice.

      Talyn almost lost concentration, but she kept herself focused as she continued conjuring the wool she was spinning into thread, even as she performed the spinning itself. The previous times she’d attempted this, she’d lost concentration at the slightest distraction, which tended to result in a face full of wool strands. At least she wasn’t trying to conjure permanent wool at the time, or the hair would’ve been everywhere for days.

      No one had better ask how she knew that, because Talyn certainly wasn’t going to tell them.

      Instead, she just gave a slight nod, focusing on spinning the thread evenly. She wasn’t nearly as good at spinning wool while spellcasting, but that was half the point. The more difficult the task, the more progress Talyn made with both Creation Control and Weaving Expertise. After two months of work, Creation Control was getting close to tier two, while Weaving Expertise was at about the sixty-percent mark.

      Talyn had learned that just because she had Weaving Expertise didn’t mean she was much good initially. Her first attempt at embroidery had been… well. Melody had held a full mourning ceremony for the unfortunate cloth, including a funeral dirge. When everyone had stopped laughing, including Talyn, they’d burned it. At least she was to the point she wasn’t ashamed to show her work to other people, though Talyn wasn’t going to claim she was an expert, not by any means.

      Talyn finished the spool of thread in short order and came to a stop, taking a deep breath as she stopped chanting, then halted the wheel. She considered the wool for a moment, then started another spell, this one using void magic. She severed the concept of it being simple, undyed wool, and inserted the concept it was light blue, matching Melody’s eyes. The thread shifted colors, also growing slightly finer, and Talyn examined it critically, sensing the concept fighting with the previous one. The illusion wouldn’t last too long, as reality strove to override her attempt… which was why she tried to reinforce it with essence magic, to link the new concept to reality.

      This time her spell failed, which didn’t surprise her. Thread didn’t exactly have a soul or spirit, after all, and she watched as the illusion warped slightly. If she hadn’t been trying to literally sever the old appearance from the thread, it’d have lasted a while, but imposing her vision on reality was beyond Talyn, at least for the moment.

      The thread snapped back to being undyed wool, and Talyn nodded, her tail flicking in satisfaction as she set the spool back on the wheel. The thread would evaporate soon enough, so she’d be able to use the spool later.

      “Done. Sorry about that,” Talyn said, smiling as she turned to Melody and stood, stretching languidly. Her hands were a little sore.

      Melody was leaning against the door frame, a smile on her lips. The beautiful goddess had accompanied Talyn as her summon when she reincarnated in Garloth, and her presence was… wonderful. They also had something more of a relationship, though how serious it was on Melody’s part was a question which occasionally drifted through the back of Talyn’s mind. She had white hair with a blue tinge to it, light blue eyes, brown skin, and blue lips. At the moment, she was wearing a red shirt and black trousers, as well as the silver choker set with a blue gem Talyn had retrieved from the ninety-ninth floor of the dungeon, as well as her typical gold hoop earrings.

      “Don’t apologize, I understand,” Melody assured Talyn, her smile widening. “Any progress?”

      “Ninety-three percent,” Talyn replied with a grin. “Seven percent until I’m a tier two Voidweaver. Creation Control is at… ninety-four percent, and let’s not discuss Weaving Expertise. Eldri pushed that too far, too fast, so it’s not making progress nearly as quickly.”

      “Oh no. It’s only halfway through tier three,” Melody said, grinning a little more as she pushed away from the wall, moving forward with her typical fluid, unnatural grace. “Besides, you can progress, what, four skills at once, plus your class, and gain experience as well?”

      “Three,” Talyn corrected, pulling Melody into an embrace. She kissed the goddess, her tail flicking happily behind her as her eyes half-closed. The goddess returned it passionately for a few seconds, then broke off so Talyn could continue, though she was slightly breathless. “Creation Control, Enhanced Agility, and Weaving Expertise. I use Void Magic afterward… and too bad I don’t have Enhanced Dexterity. It’s more applicable than agility is.”

      “Fair point,” Melody said, smirking. “I’m glad I don’t have to work so hard to upgrade my skills.”

      “You cheat,” Talyn replied, releasing Melody as she rolled her eyes. “And even if you didn’t have to, your nature means you’d have the highest rank of skills, most likely. If anything, it’s artificially holding you back.”

      “Obviously. You simply aren’t cheating hard enough,” Melody said, grinning broadly as she took Talyn’s hand and headed for the door, leaving the sewing room behind. “That said… how are you liking spinning and weaving as a hobby?”

      “It’s harder than I expected, but enjoyable. I like making things, even if I’m only modestly good at it,” Talyn admitted, reflecting on the last couple of months, ever since Melody had recovered from being killed in the ambush by the agents of Abydon’s Blight.

      She’d been working hard. Yes, she’d only gained two levels, reaching level one hundred and twenty-nine, but that was because she’d been working on her skills, and wasn’t willing to leave behind Danielle and Emma, though it wasn’t like they’d been slacking. The four of them had made it down to the seventh floor of the dungeon, and they’d gained a lot of levels. Emma had gained fifteen, reaching level sixty-nine, while Danielle had reached level seventy-one. It was impressive for only two months, and Talyn’s skills had been improving as well.

      Companions and Sense Motives had both reached tier three, and while none of her other skills had increased in tier, they’d all made progress, significant progress in some cases. Both her species and class were close to evolving, and that didn’t even include the skill tome Talyn had gotten from the kingdom for her help. She suspected it was a bit of a bribe, if she was being honest, but she still glanced at the skill in satisfaction.

      Basic Enchanting Expertise – You have learned the basic arts of imbuing magic into items, allowing you to add supernatural effects to them. You can only add basic effects, utilizing your magic skills. You learn to craft these enchantments as though you had a skilled trainer.

      It was a basic enchanting skill, yes, but that didn’t matter. It’d come from a high-grade skill book, which meant it was capable of not just tiering up, but it could evolve. That gave Talyn three bonus skills, which was far more than most people could hope for, and there was nothing to say she couldn’t improve them further, evolving them into better and better forms. Admittedly, Talyn didn’t have much experience with using the skill yet, but that was why she was practicing her crafting skills, and the kingdom had come through with a significant library of enchanting knowledge. Her library was almost a quarter of the way full, with most of the books on the ground floor, making it look less barren.

      Her friends had been hard at work, which was nice as well. The stronger they were, the better the odds they’d be safe with all the changes occurring in Castra.

      “I’m glad. I half-wish I could get those sorts of skill from my classes, but there isn’t anything of the sort available, at least not yet,” Melody said, drawing Talyn from her thoughts as she guided Talyn toward the dining room. “Maybe when your class tiers up? Based on what happened with your species, I’m assuming I’ll be able to get another class slot at that point.”

      “It stands to reason, and I’m looking forward to it as well. Even if I suspect the skills available will make me scream in frustration at having to make a choice,” Talyn replied dryly.

      They both laughed, since they knew she was right. The number of good choices she wanted was always more than the slots she had available. Even if nothing new was interesting, she’d be frustrated.

      “So. How’d your morning go?” Talyn asked curiously, since Melody had gone out earlier.

      “Rather well! I talked to Viridian about profits, and the new brothel is coming along nicely, especially since Crystal is excited by the project,” Melody said, smiling warmly as her eyes glittered. “Unfortunately, Edimar and Sifari were gone when I stopped by, so I didn’t get to chat with them. Probably for the best, you might’ve missed lunch if I got talking to Edimar and didn’t make it back in time.”

      “Pfft. You know Reya wouldn’t let me miss a meal. I swear, are we sure she didn’t take Succubus Wrangler instead of Demonic Scion?” Talyn asked, but only after checking the hallway in both directions. She didn’t want to deal with the consequences of asking that, if she had a choice in the matter.

      Melody laughed, shaking her head, but she didn’t reply directly. That was likely for the best.

      In short order they entered the dining room, with its luxurious, dark table and matching chairs, a gift from Eldrikrax, the void dragon Talyn had met on the ninety-ninth floor of Castra’s dungeon. It was nigh-invulnerable to anything people could do to it, as it was made by a being which was level nine-hundred and ninety-seven. That was likely the only reason it was entirely unmarked, even if the maids took good care of the table.

      The only person in the room when they got there was Reagan, the Level 52 Star Dark Elf Acolyte sitting back in his chair as he read a book, his lips moving silently, and his brow furrowed. He was handsome, with grayish-purple skin, blue eyes with black sclera, and short white hair. He’d recently gotten his ears pierced to wear some enchanted studs and was wearing simple trousers and a long-sleeved tunic.

      “Hello, Reagan. More difficult math?” Talyn asked cheerfully, causing his gaze to jerk up from the book, then he smiled.

      “Yeah, you might say that. We were only taught basic math back home, so a lot of this is… complicated,” Reagan said, letting out a sigh as he set the book down and reached up to rub his forehead. “Spatial Awareness helps, but only to a degree. It definitely doesn’t help with the headaches, and none of the others care to learn more than the basics of geometry.”

      “I can’t say that I blame them,” Talyn said, grinning as she shrugged and sat down near the head of the table, Melody taking the seat beside her. “Still, if it’s something which might give you better class options, it’s probably worthwhile.”

      “Yup. At least I already learned a good number of the constellations from stories growing up, so I don’t need to know that as well,” Reagan said, flashing her a smile. “What about you? You’ve been experimenting with different types of weaving as well, right?”

      “That’s right. I think the best overall for my class isn’t using the loom, but is when I use void magic to cast spells, and tweak the design subtly to see what works best, but it’s less useful for the rest of my skills,” Talyn said, shrugging helplessly. “Since I want to work on all of them, I’m focusing on the other methods. It seems to be working well.”

      “Sensible. I wouldn’t want to let any of my skills fall behind, and my studies are doing well for improving Spatial Awareness, as were some other events. I didn’t expect dodging and throwing snowballs to do so much for it, but it helped significantly. I’ll almost miss the snow,” Reagan said with a shiver, prompting Talyn to chuckle softly. She was always amazed at some of the things which could improve skills, particularly when they were novel experiences.

      “Obviously, you just need to get an enchanted coat to help ward off the cold,” Melody teased, then her expression turned more serious as she continued. “Though being frank, that could be useful in the long term either way. There are floors which have cold areas, after all.”

      “While true, they’re not as common as extreme heat,” Reagan said, gesturing vaguely to the north. “The two floors I’m aware of which have lots of cold are the eighteenth and thirty-sixth floors, and the eighteenth is appropriate for people over three times my level. Plus, it’s supposed to be an area of extremes. I doubt any equipment I got now would be up to dealing with that.”

      While he was talking, Elda wandered in, the Level 52 Feline Animus Solar Mage yawning widely as she blinked at them sleepily, her blonde hair slightly mussed, and her black-tufted ears drooping slightly. Her tail was swaying lazily behind her, and she was wearing her favorite flame-hued robes as she silently padded into the room.

      “Very true,” Talyn agreed, tapping her fingers together thoughtfully, then her eyes narrowed. “Want to bet that the dungeon is making people prioritize heat resistance, only to do a bunch of extreme cold floors later on?”

      “That…” Reagan began protesting, then stopped himself, frowning, and settled back in his chair, not saying anything more. Melody helpfully finished his sentence.

      “Would be typical for the dungeon?” Melody suggested, smiling warmly.

      “It likes to taunt delvers,” Elda said, slipping into her chair with another yawn, then smiled, blinking the sleep from her amber eyes. “That was a good nap.”

      “Just because you can advance a skill by soaking up sunbeams is no reason to taunt the rest of us,” Reagan muttered, though he looked more amused than anything else. Elda ignored him.

      The others came filtering in at that point. Aslith, Emma, and Gordon must have been sparring, as all of them had damp hair and looked like they’d just bathed. Danielle and Reya walked in together, chatting about something, which made Talyn a little curious.

      Aslith was a blue-eyed, black-haired Level 52 Wood Elf Whisperwind Rogue. She had pale skin and was wearing trousers and a tunic, along with a belt holding a pair of daggers. Gordon was a Level 52 Warlord Human Defender, and the brown-haired, bearded man was big, with broad shoulders and a muscular frame, but his warm smile was infectious, and he had a pleasant twinkle in his brown eyes.

      Emma was fairly large, but not as big as Gordon was. Taller than Talyn, with broader shoulders, the pink-haired Level 69 Half-Human Elf Martial Artist was muscular and attractive, with intense blue eyes and tanned skin, though it’d lightened somewhat over the course of the winter. She was wearing similar garb to the others, a tunic and trousers, and she looked relatively upbeat, indicating she’d probably beaten the others soundly.

      Danielle looked much the same as normal, with luminous green eyes, cerulean-blue hair, and ink-black skin which she offset by using teal lipstick. The Level 71 Star Dark Elf Spellsinger was in a comfortable dress, with only a dagger by her side, rather than carrying her flute with her, showing she’d relaxed over the last couple of months. Talyn also tried to resist her smile at the sight of the delicate copper earrings in the shape of music notes she was wearing, since Danielle had paid for them to be enchanted to keep the tarnish off them.

      Last was Reya, Talyn’s personal assistant and one of her girlfriends. She was a Level 133 Mountain Elf Demonic Scion, with long golden-blonde hair, steel gray eyes, and a refined, professional air about her. She’d gotten a nostril stud recently, a simple silver one, and had a pair of dangling gold earrings. She dressed similarly to how Talyn was used to seeing her, with dark slacks and a white shirt with a tight collar and small ruffle at the throat. She looked at Talyn and gave a small smile as she inclined her head.

      “Talyn, Melody. I see Melody got you here before I was forced to intervene,” Reya said calmly. “You haven’t lost your voice again, Talyn?”

      Talyn blushed, shaking her head quickly.

      “I’ve been pacing myself, promise,” Talyn said, embarrassed that Reya had to ask. “That wasn’t something I want to experience again.”

      “Good,” Emma chimed in, smiling. “I don’t want to have to take a week off from delving again, even if it probably did us good.”

      “Hear, hear,” Danielle said musically, her eyes glittering as she smiled in response to Talyn’s blush. “That said, what’s for lunch today?”

      Clearing her throat, Talyn sat up, muttering. “Maybe it shouldn’t be anything, since you’re all ganging up on me.”

      “Oh, shush. You know you don’t mind that much,” Melody scolded.

      “Maybe, but… ah, well. And I don’t know, why don’t we find out?” Talyn said, straightening, then she added. “And we need to chat about the trip afterward, too.”

      “Right!” Gordon said, grinning broadly at her as he rubbed his hands together. “Are you looking forward to it? I know I am!”

      Talyn nodded, letting out a soft laugh as she murmured. “That I am. Though I have to say… I’m looking forward to seeing how the Guildmaster in Woodriver reacts to us wandering through.”

      Everyone laughed at that, though they quickly sat as Korith and Tasha, two of Talyn’s maids, began bringing out food.
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      “Where’s the bloodsucker?” Eldri demanded, looking around the room once, almost expecting the vampire in question to pop out of a random shadow.

      She knew she wouldn’t, but that didn’t mean Eldri trusted Varian. The woman had tried to capture Talyn, which made her inherently untrustworthy. Yes, she’d been corrupted and mind-controlled at the time, but the point remained. Eldri didn’t trust her. Why, she’d known barely anything about origami, making her almost worthless.

      Fine, that wasn’t entirely true. Varian had taught them a great deal about the surrounding nations, the political situation, and about this ‘Abydon the Black’ and his plans for Talyn. If he wasn’t well outside her range, she’d have vaporized him a month and a half ago. Varian had been rendered catatonic by Eldri’s eruption when she heard those plans, and only the quick thinking of the others had prevented Varian from perishing beneath Eldri’s aura. Ever since, the vampire had been avoiding Eldri, which suited her fine. She’d also like to eliminate the surrounding nations and start over again, but that wasn’t an option either. Talyn would probably object, anyway.

      Really, her Scale Polisher was so finicky about the silliest things.

      “She’s presently in one of the sub-basements, adding notations to the map,” Edith said calmly, continuing to work her magic on the doll in front of her.

      The doll was the same size as Edith, but made of flesh and bone, which looked suspiciously like the blue-haired lich, though it currently lacked hair, eyes, ears, and similar items. Though the mouth appeared the next moment as Edith flicked a finger, considering it critically.

      “Good. She’s making herself useful,” Eldri said, grunting as she flopped into a nearby chair, the bone construct briefly creaking as she hit it. Edith gave her an annoyed look, then went back to her work as Eldri asked. “What’s this?”

      “A project. I’m concerned about Talyn’s plan to leave Castra, and I don’t trust those in the world outside,” Edith said, pausing for a few seconds as she tapped her upper lip. She didn’t say anything more for a few seconds, then added ears to the doll. “I believe taking precautions would be in order. This, should I gain the assistance of you and Laodice, should allow me to manifest the majority of my power at the location of the doll for a short time. It will not survive long when using such strength, but that’s why it would be ideal for an emergency. I intend to transform it into a doll, and for you to give it to Talyn before she departs.”

      Eldri blinked, then scowled a little. Less because she objected, and more because she wished she’d come up with the idea first. Unfortunately, all the ideas she’d had were less… workable. Her void illusions would vanish once they got too far from the dungeon. The only idea she’d been able to come up with would’ve involved Danu creating a construct, and that just… wouldn’t work. And creating proper armor for Talyn was beyond what she could get away with. The dungeon had been difficult of late.

      It really didn’t like her giving out rewards which hadn’t been earned, even if they were trinkets by her standards. It was unfair. She’d done less than Vivian had, for that matter. Vivian’s adjustments to Talyn’s house had turned the structure so resilient that Eldri would have to work to damage it. It was absolutely unfair. Which brought to mind another issue.

      “…how do you expect to get away with it? The dungeon hasn’t let me give her anything for weeks, now,” Eldri said unhappily, folding her arms.

      “Because it will do nothing on its own. It isn’t an enchanted item in a traditional manner, and in most ways will be less than even the rewards available on the first floor,” Edith said, smiling gently as she glanced at Eldri. “The only benefit from it is my ability to channel myself through it, which isn’t a benefit, so far as the dungeon is concerned. Remember, it considers such things to be curses. Which, while also limited, are less heavily restricted.”

      Eldri narrowed her eyes, fuming internally as she contemplated doing something to voice her displeasure. How dare Edith not only come up with a better idea, but also a loophole she could use to her benefit? It was unfairness of the highest order.

      “You’ve spat upon our creator. You’re an embarrassment to all Guardians, taking advantage of such a loophole,” Eldri said, slowly raising her nose to look down it at Edith, who’d paused to look at her. “How can I help?”

      Edith laughed, to Eldri’s annoyance.
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      “What in the ever-living gods is that?!” Jacoby demanded, stopping dead in the middle of the street, his mouth hanging open as he stared at the manor nearby.

      It was behind a delicate-looking wrought-iron fence, one with subtle wards worked into its structure, and had reasonably large grounds which a gardener had begun working on, now that spring had arrived. More than that, the manor had an atrium in the place of the courtyard he’d have expected for its design. It was two stories tall, and had decent enough wards, but the moment he looked at it, his attention was riveted.

      Stonemason’s Senses was a simple skill, one which he’d used well in his time as a Magical Engineer. Moving to Castra hadn’t changed that much in that regard, as it helped him spot weak points in stonework which he could use his other skills to fix, and after winter was always a busy time for fixing street pavers. He’d seen plenty of solid stonework over the years as well, but what he sensed from the manor was so far beyond what he’d encountered previously that he was left drop-jawed.

      It was like the entire building was a single, solid piece of steel. No, something even denser and stronger than that. Tungsten? Not granite, something stronger, and the mana imbued into it… it sent a shudder down his spine.

      “Hm? Oh, the Meadow Estate, yeah. You’ve never been out this way, eh?” Rany asked, her voice turning amused as the granite lithicar looked at Jacoby, then the manor. “Everyone with a stone sense, or active magic senses, stops when they see it.”

      “I… yeah, but what is that? A dragon could land on that, and it wouldn’t care!” Jacoby protested, waving at the building. “I can’t even sense the foundations, but I have to assume they’re as good as the walls!”

      “That, my friend… is the manor of a Jumper. Talyn, to be specific, the one who led to the thirty-sixth floor of the dungeon opening, and thus is responsible for all the work we’ve got,” Rany said, grinning broadly. “If it weren’t for her, we’d have a tenth the work rebuilding the districts, so be respectful, eh? As for what the hell is going on with the building being the densest, hardest material I’ve seen, including the armor of some level six hundreds? Not a damn clue. Come on, we’ve got work to do.”

      “But… oh, fine, if you say so,” Jacoby said, tearing his gaze away from the manor in disbelief, shaking his head as he followed Rany down the street. He really wanted to examine the building in more detail, but the guards out front indicated he wasn’t going to get the opportunity.

      Even if they were lower level than he’d expect for someone with a building like that… though really, what did it matter? It wasn’t like anyone could steal chunks of the house, not unless they were far higher level than he was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 3


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay… that was good,” Talyn said, happily settling back in her chair.

      She was so happy they didn’t need to wait for the appropriate season to get fruit and vegetables in Castra. The Weeds allowed the city to get plenty of fresh fruit and vegetables during the winter, even if it was more expensive than the food would be during spring, summer, and early fall. It wasn’t like they could maintain farms inside the dungeon, sadly.

      That still allowed her to get salads and soups which weren’t pathetic, and she’d been slowly warming to the meat of some monsters from the dungeon. Most of it wasn’t good, predators weren’t good eating, but there were other types which weren’t bad. Like the various types of boars, for instance. There were plenty of them.

      Which was why she heartily approved of the ham, potato, and vegetable soup, as well as the fresh bread. It’d been tasty, and she smiled at Tasha as she said. “Please convey my compliments to Malina. She did an excellent job.”

      “Of course, ma’am,” the blonde Level 33 City Elf Maidservant said with a smile, bowing at the waist.

      “Yup… rooming with you is worth every copper,” Gordon said, groaning softly as he stretched, shifting in his chair. “There’s no chance in all the hells we could live like this otherwise.”

      “You said it,” Aslith said, smiling happily.

      If she allowed things to continue, Talyn suspected everyone at the table to settle into post-meal torpor. If she was honest, she sort of wanted to do that herself, but she’d already said they needed to talk, so she was going to do so. Even if she felt like she should nap instead.

      “You’re welcome… but we do need to discuss the trip. We’re planning to leave next week, after all,” Talyn said, grimacing to herself.

      “Right, right,” Gordon said, visibly shaking himself, then he leaned forward. “So, what do we need to work out?”

      “Well, first of all… Reya? Have you made a decision?” Talyn asked, turning her attention to the blonde elf.

      Reya nodded, her smile fading slightly as she looked around the table for a few seconds, then spoke.

      “While I think I’d enjoy the trip, I don’t believe it would be a good idea, not at present,” Reya said calmly, her back straight. “There are some issues I still need to take care of in the city, and I’m not certain I trust all of your business associates without someone here to supervise. That being the case, I’ll be staying behind.”

      Disappointment coursed through Talyn, but she suppressed it. While she’d enjoy Reya’s company, she had a point about taking care of business in Castra. She was rather in demand among the higher-ups of the city, given her upgraded analysis skill, Eye of Truth, and rubbing shoulders with them had helped her progress significantly over the last few months. Talyn suspected she could’ve made even more progress if she’d wanted to.

      “Alright. I’ll miss your company, but I understand,” Talyn acknowledged, letting out a soft sigh.

      “And I’ll miss yours. However, there’s a saying about this. Absence makes the heart grow fonder,” Reya said, smiling a little more. “Hurry back, hm?”

      “I’ll do my best,” Talyn said, turning her attention to Emma. “What about you?”

      “Over the objections of my parents, I’ll be joining you,” Emma replied immediately, rolling her eyes. “You’d think the regions were filled with level one hundred creatures, with the way they were going on about it, not ranging from being appropriate for levels ten to fifty. It was ridiculous, and I had to rub their noses in the reports to make them calm down. Yes, you’re more dangerous to be around than most people, but so what? Delving isn’t safe, and they do it.”

      Talyn laughed, unable to resist the urge. Yes, she was mildly annoyed that her surroundings were more dangerous than they should be, but… she couldn’t really argue, not after what’d happened over the last year. She hadn’t even been on the planet for a year, and her life had already become rather complicated.

      Still, she couldn’t allow herself to be paralyzed by fear, so it was what it was.

      “Right, in that case, it sounds like it’ll be Aslith, Elda, Gordon, Reagan, Danielle, Emma, me, and possibly a Tammy clone. That sound correct?” Talyn asked, arching an eyebrow. A chorus of agreement went around the table, and Talyn nodded, turning to Melody. “So, the funding issue?”

      “Settled,” Melody said without missing a beat. “If we’re going to be contributing, we’ll be using the same method as Gordon did, going through the temple of Adaan. That’s the best method, correct?”

      “That’s right. Goddess of nature and nurturing,” Reagan confirmed, nodding emphatically. “They’ll pass funds to the orphanage as they need them, keeping them safe from bandits.”

      “Excellent. That’s what I thought. Since this will be a second donation, I believe it’s important to finalize how it’s going to be handled with the temple, as well as getting you involved so you know what’s going on,” Melody said, giving Talyn another smile. “We should go speak to them, since you’ll be handing over more of your rewards from the duke.”

      “I’ll go with you,” Gordon offered. “The first donation was technically my money, after all. I’m not sure if they informed the orphanage about the funds, either.”

      “We’ll be glad to have your company. I’m curious how this works,” Talyn said, inclining her head with a smile. Gordon grinned in return, and a few seconds later she asked. “So… about gifts. You’re still thinking fabric is better than finished clothing?”

      “That’s right,” Aslith said, resting her elbows on the table. “Children are hard on clothing, and grow too fast to make pre-made clothing a good idea. If you bring some sturdy fabric, they can make clothing for them, and add generous seams they can let out as they grow. I was already planning to bring a bunch more needles and other sewing supplies, as there’re some much nicer ones here in the city.”

      “I have toys, and presents,” Elda added, nodding firmly as her tail lashed slowly.

      “Alright, if you say so. That said, I had two more ideas for something I could offer them, and I’d like your opinions,” Talyn said. She couldn’t help a smile when they gave each other wary looks but continued without giving them a chance to protest. “First, a treadle sewing machine to go with the fabric.”

      Reagan immediately spoke. “Talyn, that’s⁠—”

      “Less than Elda’s robes are worth, even with a dozen spare needles and other parts, but it might save them an immense amount of time and effort,” Talyn cut him off, giving him a flat glare. “Yes, it’ll take some time for them to learn to use, but if it saves them hours of work, isn’t it worthwhile?”

      There was a brief pause, then Elda bowed her head politely. “Thank you.”

      “I’ll take that as a yes, it’s a good idea,” Talyn said, smiling a little more as she continued. “The other item is less of a problem, I suspect. I bought those enchanted crates to preserve fresh produce longer when I got the manor. How do you think the orphanage would feel about us bringing a couple of crates of vegetables and fruit from the dungeon, especially when it’ll help keep us from straining their supplies?”

      All their faces brightened at the offer, and Reagan immediately nodded in agreement.

      “That’d certainly be appreciated,” he said, smiling warmly at her. “I wish I’d thought of it, but I didn’t remember you had the crates. My only question is, can you afford to take them? I wouldn’t want the maids to not have space to put food while we’re gone.”

      “They were mostly rendered pointless when Niella warded the house, and added preservation wards to the pantry and cellar,” Talyn said, shrugging once. “I could’ve sold them, but I figured I might have a use for them eventually. Why, if you want, I’ll let you buy one or two for the orphanage at half price!”

      Reagan stared at her for a moment. Then Melody laughed brightly.

      “And once more, Talyn reveals her copper-squeezing nature,” Melody teased, causing Talyn to flush. “Still, it makes sense. It’s cheaper than buying them new, and you don’t like it when she gives you gifts you haven’t earned.”

      “It does,” Aslith agreed, looking at Reagan thoughtfully. “Get us the prices, and we’ll discuss it?”

      “Sure,” Talyn agreed, her smile widening.

      “If I may… are there enough crates for me to purchase one for my family?” Danielle interjected politely, leaning forward. “We had one growing up, but I seem to recall its magic faded a few months before I went missing, and they didn’t have the funds to replace it. I’d also like to take them some vegetables.”

      “I don’t see why not,” Talyn said, shrugging once. “I think we had six of the crates, and while I went for the less expensive ones, I made sure they’d have some longevity. If I buy things, I want them to last.”

      A smile blossomed on Danielle’s face, and she nodded appreciatively as she murmured. “Thank you. I’ll take a look at my funds once you have a price for us.”

      Talyn nodded, keeping to herself that she knew all of them could afford the crates. Were they pricey? A little, but not that much. A level fifty could probably afford one in short order.

      “Now, one question. Based on the route I was shown, the overall trip to the orphanage should take six days with Talyn’s wagon, eight or nine by foot, then another three to Danielle’s home, followed by five days back to Castra. So, two weeks of travel in total. You were planning to stay approximately a week at each location?” Reya asked, arching her eyebrows, and at Talyn’s nod, she nodded. “That means you should be gone for approximately a month, overall.”

      “That’s right,” Talyn agreed. “We might spend a bit more or less time, but I’ll send a letter if there’re more significant delays. We should be high-level for the areas we’re going through, but I’m not going to take that for granted.”

      “Good. I just wanted to be certain, since you’ll be near the border in a couple of places,” Reya said, nodding in satisfaction.

      “Thanks,” Talyn said, flashing a smile, then looked at the others as she considered, then asked. “So… the Temple District tomorrow, Gordon?”

      “Sounds good by me,” Gordon agreed, smiling.

      “Great. I’ve some other business I need to take care of, and I’ll see if Tammy intends to go with us, along with getting the sewing machine and fabric. I’d like to leave at the start of the week, since the weather magi say it should be relatively clear if we get out in the first half of the week. Anything you want to bring up?” Talyn asked, looking around the table curiously.

      No one spoke up, and Talyn smiled, rolling her shoulders once.

      “In that case, meeting adjourned! I’m looking forward to it,” Talyn said, smiling broadly as she stood.

      She was also thankful that neither Melody nor Reya had called out the meeting she’d deliberately avoided mentioning.
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      “It’s strange to see so many temples in one place,” Gordon said, his tone musing as he tugged on his beard.

      “I agree. I don’t recall anything like this in my previous world,” Talyn said as she followed Melody through the Temple District.

      The district wasn’t completely occupied by shrines and temples, but it came close. Most of the stores present tended to be scriptoriums, vestment suppliers, and similar businesses, though there were a surprising number of taverns as well. Based on what Talyn had come to understand, a fair number of clergy liked to sit down and argue about theology over drinks. Or maybe that wasn’t surprising, come to think of it.

      The buildings varied wildly in size and design, with many of them having surrounding grounds. Most were just recovering from the winter, but Talyn had seen two which already had green leaves on the trees and flowers blooming, likely indicating they belonged to nature deities. There was another with shoots poking through the dirt ahead of them, which made her suspect it was their destination, even if the temple was different than she’d expected.

      It was more of a longhouse than anything else, almost looking like someone had turned a boat upside down and cut off the ends to add walls and doors. It was reasonably large, but she doubted much more than a hundred people could fit inside even if it was a single room, which she rather doubted. The walls were all polished wood, the roof darker than the sides, and the doors had been intricately carved with knotwork.

      Around the temple were gardens with freshly tilled dirt, and she saw a human couple cheerfully bickering as they continued breaking up the soil with hoes. They didn’t look like they were clergy, but she wasn’t going to judge if they were. A goddess of nature and nurture could have a variety of followers.

      “It’s somewhat common in other regions, but this is somewhat more extensive,” Melody agreed, glancing over her shoulder. “In other cities, the temples tend to be interspersed with the noble manors, so it’s more of a general upper-class district. I prefer this, since it makes it easier for the people who’re less fortunate to reach the temples.”

      “Yeah, that makes sense,” Talyn murmured, nodding slowly. She could totally see that being an issue.

      “Right… but this’s it. Nothing like the orphanage, but more like the temples I’ve seen,” Gordon said, eyeing the building appreciatively.

      “Good. I’d hate to have found the wrong place,” Melody said, flashing a smile, then she approached the doors and checked to see if they were locked, then pushed them open. The two tilling the ground glanced at them curiously but didn’t interrupt.

      The doors opened to reveal a well-lit interior, with hand-carved benches filling much of the interior, the walls covered with woven tapestries which depicted nature scenes, including deer, foxes, birds, and more. Some antlers formed an elaborate chandelier of sorts in the center of the room, cradling a light crystal, while near the back was a wooden altar.

      Behind the altar, a man was pouring oil on it and rubbing it into the altar, renewing the glossy coat where the cloth passed. The Level 153 Vulpine Animus was handsome, with perfectly proportioned musculature, a narrow waist, and broad shoulders. He also had red hair, a pair of fox ears atop his head, and a fox’s tail swishing behind him. His clothing consisted of a blue tunic, a pair of brown trousers, and a bronze amulet in the shape of a sunflower on a delicate silver chain. He looked up and smiled, his blue eyes flashing with warmth as he saw them.

      “Welcome to the Temple of Adaan! Please, step in and be welcome!” the man said, his voice rich and resonant as he smiled warmly at them. “If you’ll give me a minute, I’m almost finished!”

      “Thank you for your welcome,” Melody said, bowing her head slightly.

      “Blessings of the dawn upon you, sir,” Gordon said respectfully, moving inside ahead of Talyn, and she followed, watching curiously.

      She paused for a few moments as he worked, then spoke softly.

      “Thank you… but may I ask what you’re doing?” Talyn asked, unable to help her curiosity.

      “I’m oiling the altar,” the man said, flashing her another smile as he worked. “This is linseed oil. It’s a wonderful oil for protecting wood while allowing you to touch the grain, though it doesn’t handle abrasions quite as well. I’ve been needing to treat the altar for a few weeks and remembered today.”

      “Ah, of course,” Talyn said, nodding, though she couldn’t say she completely understood his explanation. Gordon’s nod indicated he agreed, though, and she was more than willing to take his word for it.

      It only took a minute, then the man set the cloth and oil aside, washing his hands in a bucket. Only then did he straighten, smiling warmly at them. “Now, how may I help you? I’m Ivirik Stelvan, Priest of Adaan. I obviously recognize Talyn, and you must be her summon, Melody, but I’m afraid I don’t know your companion. What brings you to my humble temple?”

      Talyn wished she was surprised that he recognized her, but… it wasn’t like there were other succubi around. Yet.

      “Hello, Ivirik,” Gordon said respectfully, taking a few steps forward and bowing his head for a few moments. “I’m Gordon, a delver who was raised in the orphanage run by the temple in Ash Hill.”

      The animus paused, seeming to think for a few seconds, murmuring under his breath.

      “Ash Hill, Ash Hill… ah, yes! That’s about a hundred and fifty miles to the north, right?” Ivirik said with a grin, snapping his fingers in realization. “Sorry, I don’t have a lot of dealings with the temples that far away, but I have heard of it. I seem to recall hearing about a large donation intended for it from several months back. I wasn’t the priest at the time, though. I’m glad to hear you’re from there, and doing so well, from the look of you!”

      “We are,” Gordon said, his smile growing more natural. He paused, then added, “As a matter of fact, my friends and I owe quite a bit to Melody and Talyn. They kept us from being sacrificed when they first arrived in this world.”

      “Truly? Well, Adaan’s blessings upon you ladies!” Ivirik said, his attention turning to Talyn again as he smiled even more. “Helping others where you can is one of the temple’s creeds, after all.”

      “It was nothing,” Talyn said, blushing slightly and clearing her throat. “I needed to get out of the dungeon we were in anyway, and they helped me a lot. That said… you were going to handle this, Gordon?”

      “That’s right,” Gordon said, straightening and meeting Ivirik’s gaze. “Ivirik, I’m the one who made the donation you mentioned. That said, is it possible to add to the previous donation, and to help manage what it’s for?”

      The animus paused for a moment, then nodded as he spoke warmly. “That it is, young man. We handle donations for many of the smaller temples, and orphanages, in the region. Mind you, with as far away as they are, I doubt it’d do much good if the donation is too small, just as a word of warning. Though based on the amount donated previously, I’m not too concerned on that point.”

      “In that case, perhaps we could speak in private?” Gordon said, looking a little more anxious as he rubbed the side of his neck, glancing at the door. “It’s… not a small sum, I’ll say.”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Melody murmured softly, looking amused.

      “I see. Well, why don’t you come into my office?” Ivirik said, gesturing to the door behind the altar. “It’s warded for privacy and should suffice.”

      “Thank you,” Gordon said, smiling broadly.
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      The better part of an hour later, they stepped out of the temple, leaving behind Ivirik, who still looked a bit stunned. Talyn had to admit, the look on his face when he’d looked into the coin pouch had been funny.

      Gordon was smiling broadly, and he looked at Talyn and nodded respectfully.

      “Thank you, Talyn. I still can hardly believe you did that,” Gordon said, patting his jacket gently, which caused a faint crinkling sound from the letter Ivirik had given them. It didn’t have any real value, just being a letter to inform the orphanage of the line of credit they had to draw on, but Gordon was still handling it carefully. “I kept expecting you to change your mind, even though I knew you wouldn’t.”

      “I made a promise,” Talyn said simply, shrugging. “Besides, like I said, it wasn’t that bad. My investments seem to be doing well for me at this point.”

      “The ones you have, at least,” Melody chimed in with a grin. “There’s only so much land you can sell off, after all. You didn’t have enough money to buy that much before the prices spiked. Though the duke’s reward helped.”

      “Yes, well… the point remains,” Talyn said, waving off Melody’s comment. While she was right, that didn’t consider the germinating ultramarine trumpets, which Talyn still hadn’t discussed with the authorities.

      Talyn intended to change that once the first flowers blossomed, since that would allow her to provide proof she could provide them. From the basic research she’d done, they’d bring in a consistent, significant amount of income, assuming she didn’t spread the seeds far and wide. Which she wasn’t going to do.

      “Even so, you have my thanks,” Gordon said, grinning broadly at her. “That said… you coming back with me?”

      “Nope. I’d like to check on something in the Belladona District, and a couple of other things,” Talyn said, waving him off. “Besides, didn’t you have a few errands as well?”

      “That’s right, I was going to talk to a smith about new greaves. That rock tortoise did a number on them,” Gordon agreed, nodding thoughtfully. Then he grinned at her. “Have fun, you two!”

      Talyn couldn’t help a scowl as she glared at him, then punched him in the upper arm. Not too hard, but hard enough. He just laughed, his defensive abilities enough to shrug off the punch without injury.

      “Business, not pleasure,” Talyn replied tartly. “That’s for a different day, thank you.”

      “Ah, right, right… well, I’ll see you later,” Gordon said, waving once before turning and heading off with a distinct spring to his step.

      Melody and Talyn watched him go, and after he was well out of earshot, Melody spoke calmly.

      “You could tell them, you know,” Melody said.

      Considering, Talyn took her time before replying, wanting to ensure her thoughts were in order.

      “I could, yes, but… it feels wrong,” Talyn said at last, shaking her head once. “It isn’t my situation, and I don’t want to share someone else’s circumstances.”

      “Fair enough. Shall we?” Melody asked, jerking her head to the south. “If you’d like, we can also meander past her temple. It’s close to the most direct route.”

      Talyn’s eyebrows rose, and she paused, then nodded, resisting the urge to smile as she considered teasing Melody about visiting her temple. If they were in private, she might have done so, but as it was she decided against it. Someone might hear her, after all. Still, she was curious about Kari’Torath’s alter-ego.

      “What’s her name?” Talyn asked, allowing Melody to slip her hand through the crook of her arm and pull her along. “Here, I mean.”

      “Karina,” Melody said without hesitation, and before Talyn could more than open her mouth, Melody continued. “And yes, I’m fully aware it’s similar to her other name. I didn’t know because there are a lot of deities, and the number of similar names is… well, there are a significant number of them. Let’s leave it at that.”

      “If you say so,” Talyn conceded, smiling a bit more. She walked south with Melody along the street for a minute, then finally asked. “When you say a lot of deities, how many are you talking about? A few dozen? Over a hundred? A thousand?”

      “Thousands. Last I checked, somewhere in the neighborhood of twenty thousand, though the numbers may have shifted. My memories are fuzzy in that regard,” Melody said, waving a hand as she grimaced. “It doesn’t help that as additional worlds gain sapients of their own, they often add new deities who have to slot into the Bureaucracy, while other deities can fade if all their faithful die. It’s complicated, and I don’t remember more than the vaguest of outlines.”

      Talyn’s jaw worked, since that was far more deities than she’d anticipated. She thought a few hundred would be likely, with the bureaucracy mentioned being focused on the celestial servants. Instead, it sounded like the whole point of the bureaucracy was for the deities to slot into the organization in some way. It sounded ridiculous.

      “That’s… insane. I don’t think there’re more than fifty temples in the district!” Talyn protested.

      “Temples? Twenty-seven. Churches, you’d be surprised,” Melody said, a smile flashing across her lips. “I’ve counted eighty-two in the district, and that doesn’t consider the number of shrines, or the temples in other districts. Mind you, I’m pretty sure some of the shrines are dedicated to aspects of the same deities, even if people don’t know it, but I’m not going to speculate. Faith is faith.”

      Talyn shook her head in disbelief, but didn’t say anything more, not as they circled past a temple with numerous carvings and heavy stone architecture. Based on the carvings, Talyn would hazard a guess the deity was one of stone and earth, though masonry could also be involved. It was hard to tell for sure just off… well, were they carvings? Bas-reliefs? Whichever, they were the type of stonework where the image tended to jut out from the surrounding stone.

      Soon enough they were approaching another temple, and Talyn’s eyebrows rose at the faint sound of forging ahead of them, and shouts coming in an odd cadence. Then they came into sight and understanding flowed through her.

      The temple itself was relatively small, a chapel for a few dozen at most, with a few small cabins next to it, as well as an open smithy where a Level 82 Steel Lithicar Swordsmith was guiding a Level 18 City Human Apprentice Smith as he worked on a glowing blade. Nearby was a small practice field, where eleven men and women were performing sword drills beneath the watchful gaze of a Level 113 Deep Dwarf Warpriest, her gaze sharp as she watched them, a holy symbol shaped like a sword hanging around her neck.

      “That’s the one?” Talyn asked quietly, not interrupting as the dwarf paused next to a young man and corrected his grip, her tone brisk but not unkind. The Level 4 City Human was probably trying to unlock better classes, she imagined.

      “Yup. The temple of Karina. From what I’ve heard, they tend to go through priests relatively often. The exploration aspect of the faith means they have a significant amount of turnover, but at the same time, they’re supportive of their members,” Melody explained. “Lots of focus on personal freedom, but also on doing the right thing, helping others, and so on. She wants her followers to be the good type of adventurers.”

      “Good. I’m glad to see my judgment isn’t completely flawed,” Talyn said, looking over the field once more, then focused on the road before she drew additional attention. She could tell the dwarven priestess was keeping a curious eye on her.

      “Entirely agreed. Though I’d be perfectly happy with not meeting her again,” Melody said, and Talyn laughed softly, turning her sights on the Belladona District.

      “Shall we?” Talyn asked quietly. She couldn’t say she was entirely comfortable with her destination, but she also felt it was her responsibility.

      “Of course,” Melody agreed, giving a reassuring smile, and they picked up the pace.
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      Donata’s House of Recovery wasn’t on the main roads of the Belladona District. It also wasn’t particularly notable from the exterior, as it was carefully designed to blend into the neighborhood. The main thing Talyn had noticed when she first saw the building was that what few windows it possessed were narrow, and the door was heavier, almost designed for a siege. There was also a guard inside, though the man ignored them after an appraising glance.

      Things changed once inside the building, but only slightly. The reception was warmly lit and comfortable, and it didn’t take long for the Level 43 Feline Animus Secretary to get to them, since not many people were present. The brunette smiled broadly as she nodded to Talyn, speaking warmly.

      “Talyn, it’s good to see you again! Here for another visit?” the secretary chirped happily.

      “That’s right, Tiff. Is Mable taking visitors?” Talyn asked, suppressing the hint of anxiety which tried to well up inside her, as well as her own mixed feelings where Mable was concerned.

      “She is, though she did leave a request. She’d prefer it if Melody weren’t to visit,” Tiffany, better known as Tiff, said, her smile fading slightly. “It caused a bit more stress than she or Albina would prefer while she’s in recovery.”

      Talyn opened her mouth, even as she was trying to decide how to reply, only for Melody to beat her to it.

      “I’ll wait out here, then,” Melody said, flashing Talyn a smile as she shrugged. “No reason to make this more complicated, right?”

      “If you say so,” Talyn agreed after a moment, suppressing her worries about meeting with Mable alone. It wasn’t like she’d be able to hurt Talyn, of course, but… it still made her uncomfortable. Turning her attention back to Tiff, she shrugged. “You heard her.”

      Tiff flashed a smile, jotting down a note and beginning to stand as she spoke. “Alright, let me get one of the aides and⁠—”

      “That won’t be necessary, Tiff. I’ll show Talyn back,” Albina interrupted, and Talyn’s gaze snapped to the door into the back, where the proprietor was standing.

      Albina Donata was a handsome, somewhat androgynous Level 202 Sky Naga with dark hair which hung to her jawbone, light gray eyes, pale skin, and light gray scales on her serpentine lower body. She was wearing a long blue tunic today, along with a black jacket, and she smiled reassuringly at Talyn.

      “I’ll see you in a bit,” Talyn told Melody, flashing her a smile.

      “Of course. If I get bored, I might run down to the bakery on the corner,” Melody replied with a nod, leaning forward to give Talyn a gentle kiss before taking a seat on one of the chairs in an alcove.

      Turning, Talyn moved through the door Albina was holding open into the hallway beyond, then waited for her to begin slithering down the hall. The floor was polished smooth by the frequent passage of the naga, something which slightly amused Talyn.

      Veeranna had introduced her to Albina in the aftermath of Melody’s death and resurrection, the kitsune Guildmaster intent on ensuring Talyn’s mental health. From what little Talyn had gathered, Albina provided discrete mental and physical therapy for people in the Belladona District, or beyond, and she was particularly skilled with those who’d been subject to assault. While many courtesans and performers in the district could protect themselves, and there were guards, that wasn’t always enough to stop violence from occurring, and there were several businesses of the sort in the region.

      Talyn had visited several times, and she thought she was coming to terms with what had happened pretty well, but that wasn’t why she was here today. No, she was here because of Mable.

      Talyn had met the Level 20 Warlord Human Swordbearer back when she’d first come to Castra, and they… hadn’t gotten along. That might have been partly due to the curse Talyn was under at the time, one which made people dislike her, but it didn’t help that Mable was more interested in Melody than she was in Talyn. The relationship had soured a fair amount, then she’d tried to convince Talyn to take a particularly stupid dare while Mable was drunk, which made it worse. Talyn later found out she sold a little information to some agents investigating Talyn, just things she’d overheard at the Silver Mug, but… honestly, at that point Talyn just hadn’t cared about Mable anymore.

      Unfortunately for Mable, just because Talyn didn’t care didn’t mean others knew that. The agents of Abydon’s Blight who’d been targeting Talyn had kidnapped Mable and tortured her for information. She’d been recovered after the ambush on Talyn a couple of months back, and while the duke’s people had ensured she was made whole physically, they’d done the bare minimum. When Talyn had learned, though? She decided to intervene.

      To a certain degree, Talyn was responsible for what happened to Mable. People had targeted Mable because of Talyn. Yes, that was on them, but Talyn had put herself in Mable’s shoes and decided that she needed to do something.

      Which was why she’d paid for Mable’s stay at the House of Recovery, as well as replacing most of the items she’d lost. The attackers hadn’t kept Mable’s equipment, and the Knots weren’t a good place to live. By the time anyone knew what had happened, Mable’s apartment had been thoroughly looted. No, Mable didn’t have to stay here, but she’d agreed, and their meetings had grown… perhaps not amicable, but not as strained as they’d initially been.

      “I expect Mable will be leaving in the near future. I won’t share her personal plans, but I have the funds you set aside for her, and as requested, any excess from her treatment will go to her,” Albina said after a few moments, her voice surprisingly soothing when combined with the sound of her moving across the floorboards. “I won’t share any details, of course, but Mable has authorized me to inform you that she’s at a point I consider her stable. Not fully recovered, but such things take time.”

      “Good. I’m glad to hear that,” Talyn said, relaxing slightly. She paused for a few moments, then continued. “So you’re aware, I’ll be going on a trip in the near future. I should be gone for about a month, but if things change, contact my manor. I’ve authorized up to six months of treatment for Mable if it’s needed.”

      “Of course,” Albina agreed, inclining her head gently. “I hope your trip is pleasant and uneventful.”

      Talyn couldn’t help a chuckle, and she nodded. “Aside from any quests we take to kill monsters? I agree.”

      “Perhaps I should rephrase. I hereby offer you a quest, Talyn,” Albina said, a slight smile flickering across her lips.

      
        
        Quest: Serpentine Suggestions: Objective: Return from your trip in good mental and physical health.

        Reward: Albina Donata’s approval.

      

      

      Talyn stared at the notification which appeared in front of her for a moment, then she laughed, smiling broadly as she nodded.

      “Fine, fine… I’ll do my best,” Talyn assured her, suppressing any further giggling. She paused, then grew more serious as she asked. “Also, a question. I was thinking about suggesting Mable look into Karina’s faith. Would that be overstepping?”

      They were approaching another door, one with the hinges on the inside, and Albina slowed, considering for a few moments, then asked. “That would be the Queen of Swords, is it not?”

      “That’s right,” Talyn confirmed.

      “Mm. I believe it fits her current class. So long as it’s phrased as a suggestion of a deity who might suit her, I believe you’d be fine to do so. I don’t believe it would cause issues,” Albina said, opening the door. Talyn glanced to the side, once again noting the brackets and locks which were on the inside, allowing the room to be secured against intruders.

      There was an attendant at a desk nearby, but in the room were a few women. A pair were playing a board game at a table, while a couple of others were just relaxing at tables, reading, knitting, or other things of the sort. There were doors leading farther inside, primarily to their rooms, baths, or the like, from what Talyn understood. But her gaze focused on Mable, who was on a sofa, reading a book.

      Mable hadn’t changed much since the first time Talyn had seen her, at least not physically. She still had purple eyes, but some of the sparkle Talyn had seen had faded. Her tanned skin had paled somewhat over the course of the winter, and her orange-red hair had grown out after coming here, as she’d been abused rather badly by her captors. Her hair reached just below her shoulders and was neatly trimmed. She was still shorter and stockier than Talyn, but at least her muscles showed she was recovering, and she was wearing soft wool trousers and a warm tunic, all of it pale blue.

      “Mable? You’ve a guest, if you’re willing to meet with her,” Albina said, gently closing the door behind them.

      Mable and a few others looked up, and one of the women hesitantly waved at Talyn, who smiled in return. Talyn knew there was another set of rooms for men as well, but she hadn’t been there, for obvious reasons.

      “Of course, Albina,” Mable said, giving a nervous smile. The scars which had once adorned her skin were also gone, which made Talyn feel odd. She hadn’t dared ask if the reason Mable had them previously was due to not having magical healing.

      “Very well. Just let the attendant know when you’re done, Talyn,” Albina said, nodding to Talyn, then slithered over to the attendant to chat quietly.

      Nodding, Talyn walked over and sat in a chair across the table from Mable. The human slid the ribbon bookmark into place before closing her book and setting it aside. She still looked a little nervous… and they were both awkward.

      “So. What’re you reading?” Talyn asked after a few moments.

      “Malivan’s Guide to Personalities,” Mable said quietly, shifting in her chair. “Since I had issues partly due to my groups falling apart, and my own… dumbassery when drunk, I wanted to try to figure out what I was doing wrong. A lot, obviously. At least this has been good for weaning me off ale… though who knows whether it’ll last.”

      “Mm. Wish I could tell you for sure, but… I don’t know,” Talyn said, letting out a soft sigh as she shrugged. “I knew some people who struggled with addiction in my previous life. I nearly succumbed as well, but avoided it. Barely. Anyway, some of them kept clean relatively easily, while others… didn’t.”

      Mable nodded, opening her mouth, only to stop herself from saying anything as she considered before chuckling softly.

      “I’ll likely have some issues with it, based on my personality. My conversations with Albina have helped me realize I’m more vulnerable to such things,” Mable said, pausing for a moment, then met Talyn’s gaze nervously as she added softly. “I’m sorry.”

      Talyn blinked, startled by the non sequitur, then asked. “For what?”

      “For how I treated you. For my stupidity when I was drunk and challenged you to go into the dungeon solo. For telling them anything when I was abducted. All of it,” Mable said quietly, her fingers trembling as she clasped her hands in front of her. “I’m not entirely sure what I was thinking at the time. I think I was angry, frustrated, jealous, and just… lashing out. It doesn’t excuse what I did, but I’m still sorry.”

      Talyn blinked, trying to decide how she felt. Mostly? Mostly she thought she felt pity for Mable. The woman had been a bit of a bitch, certainly, but she hadn’t been that bad, just… annoying. So there was only really one way to respond.

      “You’re forgiven,” Talyn said simply.

      Mable’s gaze snapped up, and disbelief flickered across her face as the redhead protested. “But I⁠—”

      “You were kidnapped and tortured because people were after me,” Talyn interrupted, meeting Mable’s gaze calmly. “Did your actions hurt me? Yes. But not seriously. They were… minor, compared to many of the other things I’ve gone through. You didn’t deserve what they did to you. Don’t feel bad about telling them anything. And the rest? You’re forgiven. I hold no rancor toward you, no ill will. I forgive you.”

      Mable stared back at Talyn, her mouth open for a few seconds as her jaw worked slowly. Then tears welled up in her eyes, and she looked down just as they began trickling down her nose. She cried silently, and Talyn… just sat there, feeling a little awkward.

      “Thank you,” Mable whispered at last. “I don’t feel like I deserve it but thank you.”

      “No one deserves to have that happen to them, Mable,” Talyn said softly.

      The redhead wiped the tears away while Talyn sat there, her tail twitching nervously, then Mable flashed her a tight smile.

      “So, um… you wouldn’t know how to get a skill to boost willpower, would you?” Mable asked, forcing a note of humor into her voice. “Obviously, I’m going to need it in the future.”

      “While I do, I can’t recommend it to anyone else,” Talyn replied with a playful hint of a smile. “Getting dropped to the ninety-ninth floor isn’t something which you’re likely to survive, let alone gaining the skill I got for surviving in the presence of the leaders of the floor. I’m afraid it isn’t a real option.”

      “Drat, I guess I’ll have to look at class options instead,” Mable said, taking a shaky breath, then let it out again as she sat back in her chair.

      Talyn considered, then decided that was as close to an opening for the suggestion she had as she was going to get.

      “True… which brings to mind something I wanted to suggest. A goddess whose faith you might want to—no, which you might be interested in,” Talyn said, correcting herself to ensure the wording was what she wanted. “Though if you don’t want to hear it, I won’t say anything more.”

      Mable blinked, then shrugged, smiling as she murmured. “I don’t see why not? If I don’t like it, I just don’t investigate, right?”

      “Exactly,” Talyn said, relaxing a little as she nodded. “She’s a demigoddess named Karina. Melody has met her, and she’s particularly easygoing, as well as being a good person. She’s called the Queen of Swords, and focuses on swordplay, adventure, and exploration. Since you’re a Swordbearer, I thought her faith might fit your preferences, and it’s possible one of her classes might give you a skill of the sort. I’ve heard willpower skills are common among faith-based classes.”

      “Karina? I don’t think I’ve heard of her before,” Mable said, her expression turning thoughtful. “I’d be more hesitant if Melody hadn’t met her, but if she has… I’ll think about it. If nothing else, I’ve had plenty of time to read while here. I’ve even unlocked several classes.”

      “I get that,” Talyn said, giving a lopsided smile as she shrugged, relaxing at how Mable had taken the suggestion in the way she’d intended. That improved her mood, and she decided to move on to the other subject. “Also, so you’re aware, I’ll be going on a trip next week. It should take about a month, all told, so I won’t be coming to visit for a while. Albina has some funds for you when you decide it’s time to leave, whether it’s in that period or not. You’re not going to get kicked out.”

      “Not unless I do something stupid, anyway,” Mable said, almost managing to make it sound like a joke as she smiled nervously. She paused for a few seconds, then said. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome,” Talyn said simply.

      She may not get along that well with Mable, but… Talyn would rather help the human get back on her feet. Everyone needed help from time to time.
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      “…nightmare!” Morgan exclaimed, his voice almost a snarl as he slammed down his mug on the table, leaving a sizeable dent in the wooden surface. “I swear, whoever or whatever made the dungeon is a damned sadist.”

      Edimar glanced at Sifari, then back at Morgan. The Level 537 Plains Elf Quickblade had always been a bit overly dramatic, but this was exceptional even for him, and Edimar considered, then spoke calmly, looking at the blond man.

      “What brought this on?” Edimar asked, tilting his head curiously, while trying to project a sense of calm as he spoke. He didn’t try to hide it, not when Morgan was likely to sense it either way.

      Morgan visibly relaxed, taking a few deep breaths, then looked at Edimar, his steel-gray eyes glittering in the light of the Adamant Mug. Edimar had to give the local businessman behind the chain of Mug taverns credit for staying on-theme, as well as managing to build a tavern which could hold up to a bit of abuse by people over level five hundred.

      A brawl would still level the building, but most people at their level had learned restraint. It got expensive fast.

      “We reached the forty-fourth floor,” Morgan said after a moment, rubbing his forehead, and Edimar’s eyebrows rose in surprise.

      “Truly? Congratulations, Sifari and I have only worked our way down to the thirty-eighth floor,” Edimar said, honestly surprised. Progress through the dungeon had been a lot slower than he’d initially expected, even with some people in the mid-six-hundreds having moved to Castra. The lowest floor he’d heard of anyone reaching before this was the forty-second.

      “Congratulations? It’s a nightmare! We’re all over level five hundred and forty, we shouldn’t be having difficulties with creatures that’re level four hundred and fifty at the upper end!” Morgan exclaimed, bristling slightly, only to correct himself as he forced his frustration down. “Okay, fine, they aren’t much of a threat, it’s the gods-damned environment that’s the threat.”

      “In what way, this time? The razor-edged plants of the thirty-seventh floor were an unpleasant discovery,” Sifari asked, taking a sip from her mug, which was almost empty.

      Morgan grunted once, seeming to consider, then spoke.

      “Right, so… take a set of floating rocks. Most of them smaller than this room, but some the size of the building. A bunch of strings of them, though not close to one another,” Morgan said, waving at the room around them irritably. Edimar saw multiple people were listening in, to his mild amusement. All the delvers preferred to learn from other people’s mistakes. “Now, hanging from them are bridges and buildings, a few hanging from chains, but most from ropes. The buildings are almost all wood, and both they and the ropes are made from the sort of materials a level ten would use.”

      Edimar blanched, since he didn’t like where this was going.

      “The buildings and bridges form various paths down from the portal you enter through to one about a mile below, taking circuitous routes, and there are plenty of monsters. Then the entire damnable thing is inside a massive tornado! Which means there are buffets of wind which send it swaying at random moments, creaking like the entire mess is going to break off the rocks and fall. I don’t recommend going into the tornado, it’d probably kill even a level seven hundred,” Morgan groused, taking a deep breath before continuing. “But wait, there’s more! Way down below, not far below the portal out, is a ravening black void, looking like nothing more than a whirlpool of destruction. It isn’t, but I’ll get to that.

      “So, there we are, cutting our way through some dracolings with blasted wings who use harpoons to try to drag us off the bridges, when Bea got too enthusiastic. She shattered the bridge she was standing on, as well as what was in reach, nearly spilling me and Ikalla into the air with her. Before we could do anything, she fell out of reach and into the void,” Morgan explained, pausing to take a drink. “I thought she was dead when she fell into the vortex, but she wasn’t. She fell out of the clouds above the entry portal the next moment, gear and all, continuing to fall… at which point she met the floor boss.

      “She hit its web. The strands which got through the gaps in her armor almost cut her in half, and she did lose a leg. A vast damned web filled the entire center of the floor, waiting for anyone to fall into it, and the boss? A level four-hundred-fifty lumenite skycatcher spider with an abdomen the size of this room, but translucent enough it was almost invisible,” Morgan said flatly, glaring into his mug. “We got it, mind you. Boss it might be, but we out leveled it by almost ninety levels. But then we had to get Bea out of there, and left her at a temple to get her leg regrown. At least we managed to recover her armor. The floor is a gods-be-damned nightmare.”

      Edimar considered the description for a few seconds, then grimaced, shaking his head as he murmured. “It sounds like it won’t be too bad for me, but with surroundings that fragile… it’s going to be an unpleasant floor for many people, I think.”

      “I’ll be forced to take far more care, lest I sever one of the ropes,” Sifari said, her nose wrinkling slightly.

      “Exactly! Do you know how many times I had to pull a strike to keep from cutting a rope?” Morgan demanded, looking at Sifari beseechingly. “They’re everywhere! I’m telling you, the designer was a sadist.”

      “How did you deal with it?” a nearby Level 460 Mountain Naga Dragon Mage asked curiously, the man leaning forward on his table. “If you don’t mind me asking, that is. My team wouldn’t be having nearly as easy of a time, given our levels.”

      “Well, in my case, I took to drawing them into spaces with fewer ropes, and going for thrusts rather than arcing swings to reduce the odds of hitting anything I didn’t intend to,” Morgan began, rubbing his chin thoughtfully. “Ikalla also didn’t use some of her usual spells, she had to swap from ones which hit an area to single target or more ephemeral ones. She’s not as practiced with that, which made things more difficult.”

      Edimar nodded along, listening curiously, at least until Sifari cleared her throat and pointedly glanced at the clock above the fireplace. Edimar looked at it and blinked in surprise. When had it gotten to be that time? He swore that time passed faster the older he got.

      “Sorry, Morgan, but it looks like we’ve got to go,” Edimar apologized, fishing out a few coins as he stood. “We’ve a meeting with our daughter, and if we don’t go soon, we’ll be late. That said, I’m sorry to hear about your difficulties. At least you’ve learned something for the next try, right?”

      “I suppose so, and once we get through it, we’ll be able to skip it. Thank the gods for small favors,” Morgan said, letting out a sigh as he smiled at them. “Anyway, thanks for listening to me gripe. Do me a favor? If you see the spider when you reach the floor? Blast it to bits.”

      “Gladly,” Edimar said with a grin, handing his payment over to the barman, then took Sifari’s arm as they strolled out of the building into the crisp air of the North District.

      The physical walls around the district were complete, though from what he’d heard, the enchantments were a work in progress, mostly because they were trying to get better wards than were on the other walls. He’d be happy if they managed it, since Edimar would rather his house’s walls weren’t better than the city’s.

      Even so, the spring air was nice, and he took a deep breath, enjoying it as they turned south, passing numerous buildings under construction. While plenty of buildings had sprung up during the winter, only now that spring had arrived had construction begun in earnest. Most people couldn’t afford the construction teams which had skills for working in the depths of winter, after all.

      “That floor sounds particularly unpleasant,” Sifari said at last.

      “Yeah. It’s just before a teleporter, though… and I think it’s designed to teach people a bit of finesse,” Edimar replied thoughtfully, reaching up to rub his chin. “I doubt you’d have many difficulties. You’re more precise than Morgan is.”

      “Yes, but I didn’t want to make him feel worse,” Sifari said, smiling slightly. Then her smile faded as she continued. “I’m somewhat concerned about Emma going on the trip. Not exceptionally, but… I don’t believe we’ve ever been more than a few days away from her before. And those times, she was in a safe place, not traveling.”

      “I entirely agree, but she has to leave the nest someday, and it isn’t like she’s going into somewhere inappropriate for her level. Well, more dangerous, I mean. She probably can deal with any individual creature in those regions, and the group she’s with should be able to handle any incursions from neighboring ones,” Edimar said, taking a deep breath, then let it out. “Not to mention her emergency item. If it gets that bad, there isn’t a lot we could do, even if she was in the city.”

      Sifari nodded, though he could tell her nerves weren’t completely soothed. Not that he blamed her, he felt about the same.

      That said, he couldn’t say he really objected to Emma hooking up with Talyn. Not that they’d begun any romantic relationship yet. He’d been amused at how Talyn was patiently waiting for Emma to make up her mind, even as Emma circled nervously. It was all he could do to keep from teasing Emma, but… she probably got it from him. Sifari had been the one to make the first move in their relationship.

      “Ma, da!”

      Emma’s voice cut through the air clearly, and Edimar followed it to where Emma was near the town square, waving her hand. Early, for once, and he couldn’t help a grin as he nodded to her, picking up the pace.

      “That eager to see us?” Edimar asked, his voice deepening as he grinned at his pink-haired daughter. “You’re usually not early.”

      “Ah… well, things wrapped up at the guild early, so I thought I’d come over,” Emma said, her cheeks turning pink as she cleared her throat. “I did consider a few other errands, but they’d take longer, and I didn’t want to keep you waiting.”

      “Oh?” Sifari asked, arching an eyebrow curiously, a smile playing across her lips. “What business did you have there?”

      “Aslith mentioned they didn’t get some information when they came to town due to differences between the Delver’s Guild and the Mercenary Guild not being mentioned, so I thought I’d check what they could tell me,” Emma explained, shrugging once. “I just ended up buying a copy of the Mercenary Guild bylaws, since they had them on-hand.”

      “Sensible,” Edimar said approvingly, smiling at his daughter’s forethought. “It’s always good to check on things like that. If you’re ever going to another country, I suggest you do something similar. You never know when you’re going to violate a custom by accident, after all. Anyway, shall we get lunch, and you can tell us about your plans?”

      “Sure! I’m looking forward to seeing the orphanage, in part because of how good their team ended up being, and I’ve never seen such a low-level region before, so…” Emma quickly began, her smile brilliant as she chattered away.

      That smile alone would’ve made coming to Castra worthwhile, in Edimar’s opinion. Even if he and Sifari hadn’t been able to level in the dungeon, it would’ve been worth it.
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