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THE TEN SCHOOLS OF MAGIC

Physical Magics:

Phytomancy - The manipulation of wood and plant matter. Also includes the ability to heal oneself and/or heal another.

Geomancy - The manipulation of stone and metal.

Thermomancy - The manipulation of hot and cold including the spontaneous creation of fire.

Hydromancy - The manipulation of water as a liquid.

Aeromancy - The manipulation of air and lightning.

Ephemeral Magics:

Lumomancy - The manipulation of light and shadow.

Kinetomancy - The manipulation of physical objects through telekinesis and the creation of force-fields.

Neuromancy - The manipulation of thoughts in the form of telepathy, mind reading and emotional adjustment.

Cognomancy - Clairvoyance or the gaining of information through magical means including past, present, and future sight as well as psychometry.

Phantomancy - The creation and manipulation of illusions.
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CHAPTER 1 - Battle


[image: ]




My attack hit the enemy square in the chest, knocking him off his feet and removing him as a threat as I dove for cover against a wooden half wall. All I could hear were the sounds of screaming and the heavy breathing of me and my two remaining allies.

"Get down!" I yelled at Gwen as I shoved her against the wall and launched another attack at the enemy who'd just popped up to our right. He already had his own attack ready when mine hit him and it flew off to the side, hitting an ally of his who I hadn't even seen and taking her out of the fight as well.

"Thank you, Ash. You saved me," Gwen said. I barely heard her, as she had such a quiet voice. She was fifteen and tiny and way too young to have been thrown into the battle we found ourselves in.

"Nice shot, Ash. You took out two at once," Nathan said as the two of us helped Gwen to her feet. I sent a quick pulse of healing magic through her and was glad to see that my shoving her hadn't resulted in any injuries.

"Come on guys, we need to get closer to our enemy's fortification if we're going to stand any chance at surviving this thing," I said as I stuck my head up and scouted around for any more targets. I didn't see any so I waved for them to follow me to the next bit of cover. Most of our side had been wiped out early in an ill-advised charge that had resulted in an ambush. The three of us were the only ones left and we were seriously outnumbered.

After what felt like hours of skulking from cover to cover, but was likely only a few minutes, our goal finally came into sight. I was just about to stick my head up and look when I heard Gwen "Eep!" next to me. I looked over in time to see that she'd taken out an enemy who'd been sneaking up on us.

"Excellent job," I told her with a squeeze of her shoulder.

"Thank you," was all she was able to mumble through her shaking. The adrenaline and fear must have been getting to her.

"Cover me while I take a look," I said and then waited for their shields to spring up around all three of us before I stood up to see what we were dealing with. Immediately, two different attacks hit the shields but were deflected harmlessly. It would have been nice if we could have used these shields while advancing, but they were just too hard to maintain while on the move.

"Can you see them?" Nathan asked.

"Yeah," I said after ducking back down. "Looks like the rest of them are all there, dug in and ready for us."

"What are we going to do?" Gwen asked.

"I'm not sure. They looked like they were up to something. Let me take another look." I stood back up and sure enough, they were definitely up to something. Their leader, and my primary target, was standing with his hands up over his head while he and three others were pushing more and more magic into a single, giant attack. "Well, that's not good," I said while ducking down again.

"What are they doing?" Gwen asked. She was too short to really see over the wall we were hiding behind.

"It looks like they're preparing a massive attack. Probably hoping to take all three of us out at once," I explained.

"Well, it was nice knowing you both," Nathan said, fatalistically.

"Isn't there anything we can do?" Gwen asked.

"You didn't see that thing. There is no way the three of us can shield against that attack even if Ash could shield worth a damn, which she can't, so yeah, we're done for," Nathan told her. I wasn't happy that he'd joined me in taking a look when he was supposed to be focused on shielding us, but it's not like he'd been properly trained for this either.

"Maybe not," I said while trying to work out if my idea could actually succeed.

"You have an idea?" Gwen asked, hope shining in her eyes as she looked up at me.

"I do. So, here's the plan. When I give the signal, I need you two to drop your shields." The shields worked both ways and I wouldn't be able to launch my attack from inside them, but neither could the enemy.

"You mean shrink them down so they're only covering us and not you, right?" Nathan asked with obvious skepticism.

"No, I mean drop them completely. You can make new ones around yourselves right after, but resizing them takes longer than simply turning them off, and that's what I need you to do."

"But we'll be totally exposed and defenseless," he complained.

"For like a second," I told him. "Besides, it's not like they can attack with their shields up anyway. Trust me."

"I trust you, Ash," Gwen said, though she was clearly scared. I gave her a reassuring smile and she smiled back and straightened her shoulders. "Just give the word."

"That's the spirit. Now, get ready," I said. I'd been focusing my magic while we spoke and had funneled it into a tight little ball between my hands. I poured as much magic as I could into it while also putting it under extreme strain. I was both pushing it away from me and holding it back at the same time. I got myself into position with a clear line of sight on the enemy's attack and waited for just the right moment.

"Now!" I yelled just as the enemy shields made their tell-tale shimmer indicating they were about to change size. Our shields dropped and I dumped all the extra air magic I had in my ring into the attack I'd formed. It was suddenly far too strong for me to hold back and it blasted out of my hands, spearing through the air, straight for the enemy.

Resizing their shields had the added bonus, for us, of making them just slightly less durable and as my attack approached, I hoped it would be enough. My attack arrived and made it through the first shield and the second and then BOOM! it pierced my enemy's attack itself. A deafening silence permeated the field for a split second before the three of us were blasted back and off our feet.

I opened my eyes to ringing in my ears and dust obscuring my vision. The first thing I heard as my hearing started to return was the excited yell of "Blue team wins!" I instinctively glanced down at the blue cuff of my sleeve. It was over, we'd won. I looked over to see both Gwen and Nathan shaking their heads and looking around, slightly dazed.

"What a thrilling end to the first ever game of airball. Who knew this year's Aeromancy mid-year practical demonstration could be this exciting?" the announcer continued as the crowd kept on screaming and cheering.

"You hurt?" I asked them. They both let me know they were fine and I was relieved, but only for a second. "Oh no!" I yelled and sprang to my feet. I was still a little dizzy from the blast as I ran toward where the other team had been before the blast. The field we used for our outdoor presentations had been turned into an elaborate series of walls and ditches for our demonstration this year. I sent pulses of life magic ahead of me through the ground to check on the others, but I didn't need it to tell me where my target was, I always knew where he was.

"Alex, are you hurt?" I asked as I slid to my knees next to him. He wasn't moving. I placed my hand on his chest and sent a healing pulse through him to see if he was hurt and discovered that... he was completely fine. He wasn't even unconscious, he was just pretending to be hurt to be a brat. "If you don't knock that off right now, I'm going to bury you up to your neck and leave you here," I told him.

The threat was apparently too much and he could no longer hold back his laughter. "Come on, admit it. You were worried about me, weren't you?" he asked, around his continued chuckles.

"Of course I was worried. That blast was enormous. I was all the way over there and it knocked me off my feet and you were right under it. What were you thinking, making it that big?" I asked. My worry and relief were battling each other to see which could make me more upset.

Sobering quickly, Alex looked up at me and said, "I'm sorry, that was actually much bigger than I'd intended. But hey, I'm fine. Everything's okay, right?"

"No... something is wrong," I said while looking around to see what it was. That's when I noticed that the spectators were all looking at me in silence. "What are they...? Oh!" I stood and reached my hand down to help Alex up to his feet. As soon as he was standing again, he waved to the crowd and everyone broke out in cheers. 

"He's okay everybody! The prince is just fine," the announcer, who was also our Aeromancy teacher, said. He'd been using magic to amplify his voice, allowing everyone to hear him as he'd been commentating the game.

As I stood there watching Alex bask in the adoration of his people, I realized that he had somehow gotten taller than me. How was that fair? He had only just turned sixteen and was still four years younger than me.

As Alex raised up my arm in victory I found Alayna in the royal box with her parents and sent her the mental message, Sorry to worry you, he's fine. He was just being lazy, but he's not hurt at all. I saw her turn to her parents and give them the good news.

By then the healers had finally made their way to us and double-checked the prince before looking after the others. I learned later that the only real injury any of them had suffered was a broken wrist, and that was from falling on it, not from the blast itself.

"Did we really win?" Gwen asked as she and Nathan finally made it to us.

"You did," Alex declared and started lifting their hands in victory as well. The crowd ate it up as he made a spectacle of congratulating us. We hadn't really won anything, this was just supposed to be our pre-winter-break practical demonstration of what we'd learned so far this year. I'd had the idea for the game and he and I had spent the last few weeks working out the details.

"Come on, it's freezing out here and because of the rain last night we're all covered in mud. Let's go get cleaned up and find somewhere warm to recover," I suggested.

"Yes please," Gwen said. She was in considerably better spirits now that the fighting was over. "Is school always this crazy?" she asked as we made our way into the nearest building. It had been built to house washrooms for exactly the situation we found ourselves in. Often during practical evaluations something went wrong and people ended up filthy.

"No," I told her as Nathan split off into the room for men with a wave back at us. "This year was special." I gave her a smile to try and reassure her before ushering her into the room for women. Then I followed after Alex, who'd already entered the room set aside for royals. It was smaller than the other two but plenty big enough for us. I'd used this room several times with Alayna after she started her classes and didn't even think twice before walking in.

"What the...?" Alex started to ask as I walked in and pulled off both the heavy jacket and the lighter shirt I was wearing under it at the same time and tossed them off to the side leaving myself topless as I sat and started working on taking off my boots.

"Don't worry, it's just me," I told him. This room was much smaller than either of the other two but was intended for less people, so that was fine. I didn't get to use it during my first two years since Alayna wasn't here yet, but then she insisted that I share with her and there had been a slight remodel. It had originally been set up for just one person with only a single shower, locker and soaking tub. Now it had two lockers and a pair of showerheads next to each other and the tub was also enlarged enough to fit us both.

"What are you doing, Ash?" he asked. As I finished with my boots, I looked up to see that he was already naked and seemed angry.

"Getting clean, what's it look like I'm doing?" I asked as I stood up and stripped off my pants leaving me equally naked as I tossed them aside too and headed for the tub that had already been filled with water and warmed up for us. I didn't like to just leave my clothes there in a pile, but I knew the laundry maids would just get annoyed if I tried to clean them myself so I left them to it.

"You can't just come in here like that. What will people think?" he asked. I looked over at him and saw that he was very specifically looking at the ceiling. I glanced up to see if there was something there, but didn't see anything. It then occurred to me that this was actually the first time we'd both been in here at the same time.

"Oh, right. I got so used to coming in here with Alayna that I didn't even think about it. I suppose you're right though. I'm not your maid and no one other than family knows I'm your half-sister, so I should probably go use the room for women." I turned and headed out of the room.

"Wait, what are you doing? You can't just walk out of here like that. Put something on first."

I stopped and looked down at my filthy clothes with disgust. "I am not putting those filthy things back on. Besides, it's not like I care if anyone sees me. I'll just leave you alone."

"No, wait. You don't need to go. I'm sorry I freaked out. I'm not used to being around girls in general, much less ones without clothes. You can stay," he said, finally looking me in the eye.

"Oh, okay, if you're sure. I keep forgetting that people care about such things. Alayna and Lythis are so used to me that they don't hardly notice anymore." I walked back to the heated water and scooped some out, holding as much as my limited water magic allowed. "Check out this thing I've been working on," I said as I held up the water and walked over to him.

"What are you doing?" he asked sounding nervous as he took half a step back.

"I'm going to bathe you, come here," I instructed. He hesitated, but after I motioned him to come closer to me again, he sighed and did what he was told. "This might feel strange," I warned as I placed my hands against his chest and directed the water to spread out across him. "Now, you're quite a bit larger than Alayna or Lythis, so this might take longer." He shuddered as the water enveloped his upper half. I worked it up over his arms and into his hair while keeping a close eye on his face to make sure that I was washing all of it without getting water in his eyes or blocking his air or anything.

He shuddered again as I finished spreading the water out and started the scrubbing process. "How did you even come up with this?" he asked as I finished with his hair and started shifting the water lower and away from his face.

"During the trip I took last summer, just a couple of months ago, there were several times when being able to bathe like this would have come in handy. It only takes a couple handfuls of water and, if needed, I can take this water and make it safe to drink after. It seems unlikely that I'll ever really need it, but I want to be ready in the future if I ever do."

"And you practice this on my sister and Lythis? How do they feel about it?" he asked.

"Alayna's mostly fine with it, though she'd still rather just bathe herself."

"And you're elven slave girl?" he asked, smiling at my scowl.

"Don't call her that. Lythis isn't a fan, but mostly because I use this on her and myself and she still thinks she's supposed to be the one to bathe me, not the other way around." I'd slowly moved my hands down his chest as I worked the water lower and now they rested on his hips as I worked on his legs. I directed him to lift each foot in turn as I helped him maintain his balance. I finished and then drew all of the water back up to my hands and, once I had it all, walked over and tossed it down the drain in the middle of the floor.

I saw that he was watching me as I turned back around, walked over, and placed my right foot in the still warm tub. He stared bug-eyed as water started climbing up my leg. For most magic it's far easier to direct it with our hands, like I had to do with him, but that didn't mean it had to be done that way. I made sure to practice directing my magic through as many different parts of my body as I could and, when washing myself like this, I could use my entire body. The water rose up to my waist and split so it could flow the rest of the way up as well as down my left leg. Once I was fully covered, I started the scrubbing and let out a small sigh at how good it felt.

It was almost like getting a full body massage from an army of tiny hands. There wasn't a lot of pressure, someone strong with water could probably manage that, but it was everywhere at once and I loved how it felt. I'd closed my eyes while it was happening, but soon I finished and started directing the water back down into tub it had started in and opened my eyes to see that Alex was staring at me.

"That was really something," he said. His whole body then turned bright red as he realized that he'd been staring at a naked girl while she bathed herself and I couldn't help the laughter that bubbled out of me.

"You blush just like Alayna," I managed to say through my laughter. Mentioning his sister made him blush again, even brighter this time. "Did you bring any extra clothes?" I asked, trying to distract him from his embarrassment.

"Um, yeah. I have some in that bag over there. I don't have anything that would fit you though." He gave me an apologetic look but I just waved him off.

"I'm fine. I was just checking on you. Get dressed and I'll see you at the carriage for the ride back to the castle." There was going to be a "gathering" tonight for all of the students to celebrate both the completion of the first half of the year and also a bit for the winter holidays. He started objecting to my leaving and I started laughing again as he scrambled for his clean clothes as I walked out of the room naked.

"Hi Ash. You done tormenting Alex yet?" Alayna asked. I just smiled as I accepted the clothes she held out for me. I'd already used my magic to check and had known that Alayna was alone, except for Gwen, before I'd left the room and that she was waiting for me in the partially walled-in covered area just outside the washrooms. We'd already made arrangements for her to meet me here with the simple pants, shirt and boots she'd just handed me that I started pulling on.

After finishing my pants and boots, I went to pull on my shirt when I noticed Gwen staring at me with her mouth hanging open. I stopped what I was doing and went over to her where I placed my hand on her shoulder. "Gwen, are you alright?" I asked.

"So many scars," she mumbled before shaking herself out of it. "What happened to you?"

"Life," I told her as I looked down at my exposed torso which was fairly covered in scars. "Most of these I got from weapons practice. No matter how safe we try to be, we still sometimes get hurt. Some of these, though, are from this summer. Things... did not all go as planned. But I'm fine," I quickly assured her. She still seemed upset so I pulled her into a hug. I wish she'd been able to get out of the airball competition, she really didn't seem to have the proper temperament for it, but it had been mandatory. I was reminded again just how small she was when her head fit perfectly under my chin.

She closed her eyes and hugged me back tight. She even nuzzled her face harder against me and I just held her while I looked over at Alayna. "Is everything set for tonight?" I asked.

"Yes," she said, after shaking herself out of a slight daze. "Lythis saw to nearly everything before coming with us to watch your demonstration and is now back up at the castle double-checking everything, again."

"Good, good. You're not going to make me wear anything too fancy are you?" I asked her with a mock glare. She responded by giving me her best innocent-eyes. "Because I'd be fine going with just what I'm wearing now," I threatened.

"You would, wouldn't you?" she asked and I just looked at her. "No, I promise it's nothing too fancy, but we do have to get moving. We need to get changed and be ready before everyone else gets there."

I nodded and gave Gwen an extra little squeeze before pulling away. "You okay?" I asked her. She nodded just as Alex came out of the room behind us. Seeing each other they both blushed and I heard an, Interesting... through my link with Alayna. 

What is? I asked her.

Nothing. We'll talk later, was all she said to me before switching back to talking out loud. "Come on, let's all get moving." We all agreed and headed toward the building's exit. She stopped me just before we went through and I looked at her in question. She rolled her eyes and pointed down to the shirt I was still holding.

"Oh, right," I said before pulling it on. The others all seemed to be trying not to laugh as I finished but didn't say anything as we headed out. Gwen waved goodbye to us as she hurried off to join her parents who'd been waiting for her, and the rest of us walked over and got into the waiting royal carriage. It wasn't that far to the castle and we'd often walked to and from school in the past, but today was cold and we were tired so it made sense.

"It's still strange that you're going to school with my brother now instead of me," Alayna said after we got ourselves settled and underway.

"How do you think it feels for me? I started two years before you and will still have two more years to go after he's finished." The law required that at age fifteen everyone in the kingdom got tested for magic. Humans had access to anywhere from three to five of the ten schools of magic and were required to take a full year of classes for each magic they could use to make sure they could use their magic safely. Full elves, by contrast, almost never had access to more than one of the schools, though a few over the years had been strong enough to access a second school they were much weaker in. Elves were about as strong in their one school as humans were in all of their schools combined. I, being a half elf, was really strong in only two schools of magic, but for some reason that nobody really understood, I was also just strong enough in each of the other eight that I was required to take a full year of classes in all ten schools.

"Would you rather not get to learn about your different magics?" Alex asked me.

"No," I said with a sigh. "I know it's important for me to learn even though I'll hardly be a danger in any of the rest, but its still annoying that I have to be different."

"Right, because the pointed ears and dark blue hair would make you fit right in otherwise," Alayna said with a teasing smile. I responded by sticking my tongue out at her, causing her to laugh.

Before I had a chance to respond, we arrived at the gates to the castle. This was where I'd called home ever since I was brought here at the age of five and placed into the position of personal maid/companion to the then four-year-old princess. As messed up as parts of my life had been, I was really glad that things had turned out as they had.

I was smiling as I sat back and watched Alayna and Alex bicker back and forth and thought to myself, "I love my life."
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CHAPTER 2 - Enjoying Friends


[image: ]




"I hate my life," I complained as I looked at the dress Alayna had picked out for me to wear. "That's it, I'm going naked. We can pretend I'm wearing something amazing, like in that old story, and look down on anyone who tries to say otherwise."

"You don't like it?" Lythis asked and I wondered if she had something to do with picking it out.

"It's not that I don't like it so much as... I don't know. It's a beautiful dress, but it's not something I'd ever choose to wear for myself, you know?" I asked.

"Don't worry about it Lythis, she's never liked the dresses I've picked out for her either," Alayna told her. I knew it. Lythis had picked this one out for me and now I'd hurt her feelings by not liking it. This was the first formal event to have happened since she arrived and now I'd made her feel bad.

"It's not that I don't like this dress, in particular, so much as I don't like dresses in general, you know that. Look, Lythis, you go help Alayna get into hers and I'll work on putting this on. I'm sure it'll be fine once I get into it, okay?"

"Okay Ash," Lythis said. She was obviously not thrilled with my reaction, but I wasn't going to suddenly start loving dresses if she could just find the right one. I gave the thing in front of me another look. The best way I could describe it was "winter wear meets brothel wear". It had lots of exposed skin but was also trimmed with fur. At least once I got the thing on I wouldn't have to look at it anymore.

After several minutes of struggle, I managed to get it on with all of the straps and bits in the right places, hopefully. I turned to see how the others were doing and saw that they were almost finished. I looked over at the mirror to see how ridiculous I looked and was surprised by what I saw.

"You know, this isn't half bad, once I got it on."

"High praise, coming from you," Alayna teased as she came over to stare into the mirror with me. Her dress, I noted, was much more in line with what she normally wore which, of course, made her look amazing. Then I noticed that she was taller than me which was odd because I usually had two full inches on her.

"Oh right, what about shoes?" I asked. "Or am I supposed to go barefoot? Either works."

"I was hoping you'd like the dress, but in case you didn't, I picked these to go with it knowing you'd at least like them," Lythis explained as she pulled something out from behind the mirror. What she held up was an amazing pair of boots. The had a low, wide heel and were patterned to match the dress. They would come up to just below my knees and had a bit of fur along the top edge.

"Seriously, I get to wear those? This isn't some trick and you're actually going to make me wear the kind of spiky heel like Alayna always picks out?" I asked while looking down to see that Alayna was wearing exactly the kind of heel I hated most.

"Yes, you get to wear those," Alayna said with a smile. "Let Lythis help you, you should be able to just pull them on." Lythis helped me into them and they fit perfectly. I took a few steps and struck some combat poses and was surprised at not only how well the boots felt, but also how well the dress moved with me. It didn't get in my way at all, it was amazing.

"Did you really come up with all this, Lythis?"

"Yes. I know you don't like wearing dresses and heels so I tried to come up with a compromise between what you might like and what would be considered acceptable here. Do you like it?"

In response, I walked over to her, took her face gently in my hands and kissed her right on the lips. Her stunned response as I pulled back prompted me to say, "Sorry, but I didn't think a kiss on the forehead or cheek would be enough to express how much I love the thought you put into this or how happy I am with the result. Thank you, Lythis." I pulled her into a quick hug before letting her go and stepping back.

"So, that just happened," Alayna said with a bemused expression, clearly trying to break up the awkwardness that had settled around us. "Shall we head out now?"

"Yes, let's go," I said as I quickly left our bedroom. I wasn't much good at expressing emotion through physical contact and I worried that I'd freaked Lythis out. The three of us all shared a room in what had been known as the "north tower" even though it wasn't much of one. The bedroom and adjoining closets and bathroom were on the upper level with an outdoor, covered balcony all the way around. The sitting room took up all of the level below that and had access to the roof of the old north ballroom which we'd turned into a rooftop garden for Lythis so she'd have quick access to plants that would help her feel closer to her elven home.

I continued down a second set of stairs, which led to the hallway running past the ballroom we were still trying to figure out a use for, when I overheard the two of them talking quietly behind me.

"Are you okay, Lythis? You seemed shocked."

"I was shocked, but not in a bad way. Has she ever kissed you like that?"

"No. I've never seen her kiss anyone. Do you think it means something?"

"Yes, but not what most people would think. Elves are, in general, much less worried about the gender of the people we're... interested in than humans seem to be. No one back home would care in the slightest if two girls got together, but Ash and I are both still too young. I haven't had my first 'heat' yet, as she calls it, and she might never have one, so nothing between us would be in any way... um, sexual, until after that happens. We simply don't experience those kinds of feelings. However, since the young often imitate their elders, I have seen people our age kiss like that. Mostly it's used to express extreme gratitude or appreciation or something when other, lesser methods of expression seem inadequate."

"So, it was a platonic friendship kind of kiss... on the lips?" Alayna asked, sounding slightly skeptical.

"Yes, exactly. It's not like we made out or anything, it's... hard to explain to someone who's not an elf, sorry."

"Oh don't apologize. If anything I'm jealous now."

"What? Why?"

"Because... I don't know. I've known her for as long as I can remember and she's never felt strongly enough about anything I've done for her to react that way. Now I feel like I've been letting her down or something."

"It might help to remember that she only just found out she was your sister a couple months ago. Before that, she was always your maid/companion and she might not have felt she could express herself like that with someone she saw as above her, you know?"

"Yeah, that does help, a little. Thank you Lythis, you're wise beyond your years." I could hear Alayna giving Lythis a side hug as they lapsed into silence behind me. It still surprised me, especially since Lythis should know better, that people so often underestimated how good my hearing was. They'd obviously been trying to speak too softly for me to hear and had failed. I was trying to decide if I should let them know I could hear them when I heard Lythis ask a question.

"So, do you think we should tell her she forgot one of the under-layers of her dress?"

There was a brief pause before, "No. I've been looking and as far as I can tell, as long as no one stares too closely at her, um, well you know, then they shouldn't notice."

"Winnie will notice."

"Yeah, Winnie will notice, but she won't say anything. And it's not like Ash would care. She really would have gone naked if we'd let her, so as long as no one gives her any problems because of it, she'll be fine."

"Okay. I really wish I could be that confident and sure of myself, but I'm just not nearly as pretty as—-"

"Lythis, you're beautiful and amazing and I don't like hearing you speak poorly of yourself. No one is like Ash, so you can't be comparing yourself to her, okay?"

"Okay, thank you. We're almost there, let's catch up to Ash so we can all go in together, okay?"

"Sure," Alayna agreed and they soon caught up to me. I was trying to figure out what part of my dress might be missing, but couldn't think of a single place that needed more material. Since they had decided that it wasn't likely to be a problem for me, though, I decided I just didn't care. I already didn't like dressing up and socializing with a bunch of people I didn't know, so I wasn't going to let something as insignificant as that bother me.

"So, we've been to these kinds of things before, but is there anything special about this one that I've forgotten?" I asked them.

"Other then our foreign guests, I don't think so," Alayna assured me.

"Okay, good," I said as we reached the hall we were headed for. I paused at the threshold for a second to gather myself before opening the door for Alayna. Even though I was the king's first born child, only the royal family and Lythis, who'd sworn her loyalty to me in a way that I trusted completely, knew that, so I still acted as her maid in public as often as I could. I liked it better that way and was more than happy to stay in her shadow whenever possible.

Alayna entered the room first and Lythis and I entered side-by-side behind her. Luckily, this was one of the least formal events I was forced to attend, so we didn't have anyone announcing us and our entrance was mostly ignored. Mostly, but not entirely. As soon as the door closed behind us I caught a stray thought.

There she is, finally. Alayna was the only person, other than myself, who knew that I could hear thoughts. My telepathy and clairvoyant powers, weak as they were, had combined in such a way that I could hear other people's thoughts, but only if those thoughts were about me and if the person thinking them was physically close enough. Most of the time I tried to ignore them, but some I'd learned to identify and listen for. These thoughts fell into the latter category.

It didn't take Alayna long to spot our brother. He was talking to Gwen and they both seemed uncomfortable so we headed over to join them.

"Hi you two. Having fun?" Alayna asked by way of greeting.

"Oh, hello Princess," Gwen said as she tried her best to curtsy. Alayna just smiled and let her finish. "We were just talking about airball and how there are already discussions happening about it becoming an official sport. Alex has been getting non-stop compliments for coming up with such a thing," she enthused.

Alex looked embarrassed as he added, "I've tried to tell them that you came up with the idea, Ash, and that I only helped a little, but they assume I'm just trying to be modest. No one wants to believe you came up with almost all of it."

"That's fine. If it takes off and people enjoy it, great, but I don't need any credit for it or anything. Besides, you have the authority to help set up the rules and such. I'd just be ignored if I tried. I'll still be happy to offer my input, if you want it, but feel free to run with it as far as you want. Also, Gwen, this is Lythis, my maid. Lythis, meet Gwen, she's in our Aeromancy class this year. I don't think you two have met," I said to Lythis.

"Greetings, Gwen, I've heard tale of your bravery on the battlefield this day," Lythis said with a warm smile.

Gwen looked down at her feet and mumbled, "I wasn't brave, I was terrified."

I stepped up to her, took her shoulders gently in my hands and shook her just enough to get her to look up at me. "Bravery isn't the absence of fear. Only idiots claim to be 'fearless'. Bravery is being afraid of something and doing it anyway. You kept your head and saved us from an enemy I hadn't even noticed. You were very brave." When she looked up at me with a shy smile I squeezed her shoulders in assurance before letting go and stepped back.

"Speaking of idiots," Alex said, trying to move past the slight awkwardness my interuption had caused. "I was talking earlier to your team captain. It turns out he... First of all, sorry Ash, the only reason he picked you last was because he thought I would want you on my team but that I hadn't picked you yet to avoid showing favoritism or something."

"That's fine," I assured him.

"And secondly, his 'fearless charge into battle' was apparently his way to not only show off how brave he is but was also intended to guarantee that I'd be able to win, thus ingratiating himself with me for when I'm king."

"You mean he sacrificed most of our team to impress you?" Gwen asked.

"Looks that way, yes."

"Lythis, make a note to tell Seneschal Rosalind about him and that he is never to be put into any position of responsibility in connection to the castle or royal family," I said to her, to which she responded with a nod. She was great at remembering to do all the little things like that that I still sometimes struggled with.

"Not that I'm questioning that decision, but why does it matter?" Gwen asked.

"Because," Alayna explained for me, "his primary responsibility was to his team and keeping them safe. This might have just been a game, but he intentionally led his people into an ambush to be slaughtered for his personal and political gain. That's not the kind of person we want to have dealings with."

"So, by trying to show off and impress you, he ended up hurting himself? He is an idiot," Gwen agreed.

We all smiled at the look of disgust on her face before Alayna turned to Alex and asked, "Why didn't you want Ash on your team? We all assumed you'd pick her first."

"How did the game end?" he asked her instead of answering.

"She blew you up."

"Exactly. I knew that out of everyone in our class, Ash was the only one who wouldn't hold anything back and take it easy on the poor little prince. She was the only one I could count on to give it her all."

"Well, that's just stupid. Your enemies won't hold back. How does it help you at all if your friends do?" I asked.

"See, that's what I mean. It never even occurred to you to go easy on me, did it?"

"Nope," I said with a grin. "In fact, had I thought about it at all, I'd have probably been extra hard on you in some way." We were still laughing at that as a new person joined our little group.

"Greetings. I hope I am not interrupting anything. Might I just say, Ashireth, that dress is beautiful."

"Oh, Aerothim, do you like it?" I asked, acting all shy and flustered.

"Yes, I really do."

"Then I'll be sure to have Lythis ask the seamstress if she'll make you one in your size," I said, dropping the act.

There was a moment of silence before he said, "It seems I may have been interrupting after all. If you'll excuse me." He turned as if to walk away.

"Stop," I ordered him and he did. "I'm sorry, I was only teasing. I guess I'm not as good at it as I thought."

"I thought that was pretty good," Alex whispered to Gwen who tried to hide her smile behind her hand.

"It is nice to see you again. Aerothim, you already know Alayna. This is her brother, Prince Alexander Gaudin, and this is Gwendolyn Carverton. She comes from one of the wealthiest furniture making families in the entire kingdom and is my friend from magic school. And of course you remember Lythis. Everyone, this is Aerothim, Captain of the Queen's Guard. He's here to escort some of us to the elven realm, day after tomorrow, so we can celebrate the winter holidays with them."

"Oh, that's so exciting," Gwen said before blushing when everyone looked at her.

"It is," I assured her. "Even though most of us going have seen it before, I'm still looking forward to this trip. In fact, the only one of us going who hasn't been there before, aside from our own guards is..." I quickly turned around and said, "Hello, Winnie, we were just talking about you," just as she was about to pounce on me from behind.

She'd spent the last several minutes sneaking around the outside of the hall so she could come at me without me seeing her. Now, she quickly tried to regain her composure as all eyes turned to her.

"Oh, um, right. Hi Ash... and others," she mumbled lamely. She'd been trying, unsuccessfully, to get the drop on me ever since I'd walked up to her, thinking she knew I was there, and accidentally startled her shortly after she'd first arrived at the castle.

"Gwen, Aerothim, meet Princess Bowegwyn of clan Stonecrown, daughter of the new dwarven queen, here as ambassador to our kingdom. She'll be coming with us to visit her twin sister, Princess Mindryd, who's acting as ambassador to the elven realm." I then introduced her to the others followed by a round of everyone greeting each other.

"Ash," she said when everyone finished. "You look amazing in that dress. I've never seen anything like it and it really suits you wonderfully."

"Thank you, Winnie. You look amazing too," I said as I leaned down to kiss her on the cheek. I hoped that was okay. I knew she had a thing for me, but I didn't have a thing for anyone. During her visit, she and I had spent some time alone and even though I'd enjoyed what had happened, she soon came to realize that she wanted someone who was enthusiastic about doing such things rather than someone who was merely willing to do them. We were still friends, though, and I really did enjoy spending time with her. "And it's so nice of you to compliment me instead of just what I'm wearing," I added with a significant look at Aerothim.

He had the grace to look embarrassed and everyone shared a laugh while I explained the joke to her. 

"I really like your hair," Gwen said to Winnie when there was a lull in the conversation.

"Thank you, Gwen, I spent a lot of time on it," she said, accepting the compliment much better than she had when I'd given it the first time we'd met a few months ago.

"You did that yourself? That's incredible." Winnie had long, wavy red hair down to her waist and, when I'd first met her, she'd been shaving the entire right half of her head clean. Recently she'd started letting it grow out about an eighth of an inch before shaving intricate patterns into it. Then, after it grew a little longer, she'd trim it down and do it again with a different pattern.

"All of it I can reach, yeah. I have someone help me with the very back, but I do what I can after I come up with the design," Winnie said. Several compliments followed before the conversation drifted back to the events from earlier that day.

"So, was that you launching those long-range attacks through the entire first half of the game?" Winnie asked me. I responded with only a satisfied smile.

"I knew that was you," Alex said. "Do you have any idea how unnerving it was to have those things landing around us every few seconds while we were trying to make plans?"

"That was kind of the point," I told him, smugly. Since my magical energy recovery was fast enough combined with the fact that we'd created an actual spell for it, I was able to make an Airball just about once every thirty seconds. Also, because I knew ahead of time roughly where both teams were starting out, having helped set up the field, I was able to then launch those Airballs at the enemy position from the very beginning of the game. "Our illustrious captain was getting mad at me for 'wasting what little magic I had' on such a useless tactic, since I wasn't even hitting any of you. After I explained to him that I'd be able to keep that up indefinitely, he decided to just ignore me and continued going over his plan to get himself and the other six members of our team killed."

"Why weren't you hitting them? I've seen you shoot before and your accuracy was dead on," Winnie said.

"Yeah, but I didn't have line of sight this time. Also, I'd have been able to hit them all within the first five minutes if I'd been allowed to use any of my other schools of magic to pin-point their exact locations," I told her before turning to Gwen. "I did actually cheat a tiny bit, though. After I shoved you down, right near the end there, I did send a pulse of healing magic through you, just to see if you were hurt."

"I was fine," she said.

"Yeah, that's why I didn't have to cheat further by healing you," I told her with a grin.

"You were that willing to cheat?" Aerothim asked, obviously not pleased to hear that.

"If someone had gotten hurt, absolutely. This was, after all, just a demonstration of our skills. Had this been an actual official game or something, then no, I would not have cheated even then. I'd instead have insisted that my injured teammate leave the field and get themselves healed instead of risking further injury." He seemed satisfied with my response, though I couldn't help but feel a bit annoyed at his judgmental attitude. Alex was quick to shift the conversation away from me and on to the way he'd managed to ruthlessly slaughter the majority of my team.

We had been chatting for several more minutes before I noticed that the king was trying to get my attention from across the hall. I excused myself and headed over to see what he wanted, and as I did I heard Lythis elbow Alayna and say, "See, told you Winnie would notice," followed by their quiet giggles.

As I approached the king I bowed, my dress really didn't work for curtsying, and asked, "You wanted to speak with me, Your Majesty?"

"Yes, I know tomorrow will be chaotic, what with the final preparations for your departure the next day, so I wanted to make sure I had the chance to have a quick word before all that," he said.

"Of course, anything you need."

"The arrangements were for you to take twenty members of our royal guard as part of your escort in addition to the ten elves who are here. Alayna hasn't raised any objections to the numbers this time?" He was referring, of course, to the last trip she and I had gone on. He'd wanted us to take a dozen guards, but Alayna had insisted that she and I alone would be fine. They'd settled on two and that would have worked out great, if one of them hadn't betrayed us and nearly gotten us all killed or, in Alayna's case, worse.

"No. Our last trip was supposed to be small and go mostly unnoticed by the locals, giving her a more accurate look into their day-to-day lives. Not only did that not work out as expected, but this trip is very different. This is a much more formal visit and even if it wasn't, I don't think she'll have a problem with so many guards any time soon," I assured him.

"Good, good. And what about you? Are you having any second thoughts or concerns about this trip?" he asked.

I thought about it for a second before I responded. "Actually yes, over and over again. Ultimately, though, I think it'll be good for me. I mean, it's not like there are going to be any new, massive reveals that will shake the very essence of my identity or anything, right?" I asked him, only partly in jest. My last visit had revealed that he'd not only "accidentally" raped my mother, which had resulted in her getting pregnant with me, but that he'd also, effectively, murdered me by blocking all of my memories of my mother and elves and home the first time he saw me when I was sent to him at age five.

"No, I imagine not."

"So, yeah. I'm hoping to have a much less eventful and more relaxing visit this time."

"Okay, good. Well, be sure to let me know if any issues come up before you leave that I can help you with."

"I will, Your Majesty, and thank you for the offer," I said before bowing again and returning to my friends. He'd messed up so much of my life, but now that it had all come out, he was trying to make things right by me as best he could. Things were still tense between us and I tried to deal with that by staying more formal, but I think progress was being made, if slowly.

The rest of the evening was passed with good friends and good food, but we did have a big day of packing in the morning so we left early and headed for bed. Just as our little group was breaking up, I pulled Winnie off to one side to ask her a question.

"Hey, did you ever hear back from your mom about my idea?"
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