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      How should I describe what I’ve been through? The story of my life is… complex, to say the least despite how young I am. I’ll try to simplify and keep this short.

      I grew up as the daughter of Beran and Mareth Sylaris, a tailor and woodswoman of the now-ruined village of Mellesyn. From an early age I was unlike my peers, more interested in books and stories of the wider world, and as such I became close to the town sorceress and librarian, the now-infamous Sinera Kor. I learned her art of atavism, the magic of drawing an elemental into one’s mind and body to glean insights into magic and made a great deal of progress.

      Approximately three years past, when I was preparing to attend Tyrness Academy, Mellesyn was attacked by the dread wyrm Resvarygrath. I… hesitate to say that I was the only survivor. Some of the younger, beautiful women of the town were abducted, including Anara, the woman I had a crush on. Sinera was slain and her body stolen by the dragon, and I was left for dead, bereft of my right eye and arm, with my magic partially crippled. Only drawing the interest of Essryl, Shaper of the Illisyr’s Shadowfire clan, kept me alive and gave me a goal. She promised to keep the others in training for two years, and I had that much time to rescue them.

      Attending Tyrness Academy was much more difficult with my injuries, but despite that I gained allies, friends, and… perhaps more. Korima Lightweaver is passionate and as fiery as her love for fire magic, yet steadfast as the earth magic which she’s so talented in. I should mention that unlike the rest of us, she’s a kitsune, not an elf. If you need to distract her, rub her ears.

      Sella Vintas hails from Selwyn’s northern border and is the daughter of one of the kingdom’s knights. She’s calm, considerate, and has a disgustingly good talent with every form of magic I’ve encountered. Her only flaw in that regard is she can’t properly use atavism, though with my assistance she’s managed a half-form that uses elemental energy. She’s mostly focused on the spheres of lightning and life but has so many spheres I’ve lost track of what she can use at this point. Last is Tadrick Daskar, second son of the Daskar family. He’s skilled with the sword and focused on becoming a mage knight. His primary sphere is metal to reinforce that, though he’s picked up the minor sphere of body as well… but I’m getting ahead of myself. I said I’d keep this brief.

      My first year was difficult. I intended to focus on creating magical items to help with the rescue mission while searching for ways to heal my cursed injuries. The others didn’t allow that, nor did events, and Essryl decided to add complications. We rescued Korima’s mother Rithara, star performer of the Starlight Troupe, from cultists of Larimos. Our classmate Yalline stole my notes and got possessed by a demoness named Hekara on Midwinter Night. Essryl tampered with my end of year test and forced me to face my fear of Resvarygrath via combat. Those events helped forge my bonds with the others, and likely made all the difference in the end.

      Sella was the one who gave me hope, though. She told me of someone whose curse had been removed in the Frostglades north of Selwyn, and I gleaned enough information to know it could help me, so I set out for the fair folk city of Valisair, accompanied by an assassination attempt by followers of Larimos. The others followed without permission, and nearly perished in the process, as at least I had an ice elemental protecting me.

      In Valisair I encountered Essryl again, and she was present before I underwent a trial set by the city’s patron. I cannot say what occurred, or which being of power assisted me. I can say that it was the hardest thing I’ve ever done, and I nearly failed at several points. When I emerged, I’d been reborn. Now half-fey, the injuries I’d sustained were nothing but a memory. Essryl bade me farewell, and informed me that next we met, we’d be foes.

      To assist with my quest, we visited the Lightweaver Enclave, and one of the kitsune ancestors, a spirit fox named Eretha, formed a contract with me to allow me to shapeshift, allowing me to look normal. Hekara appeared again, attacking the village alongside cultists of Larimos. We defeated Hekara, and the kitsune elders dealt with the attackers.

      Upon returning to Tyrness, we gained the assistance of Sir Alaran Whisperblade, who resigned from the military and gave up his knighthood to assist us. I’m still shocked that he was willing to do so much, considering he’s now Prince Consort! Regardless of my thoughts, without him we wouldn’t have had a chance of success, for he had the contacts we needed to infiltrate Resvarygrath’s palace.

      We successfully entered the palace, and even reached the captives without raising the alarm, but when we tried to escape, Essryl was waiting for us. Alaran and I engaged her in combat while the others fled with the captives, hoping to buy enough time for their escape. I was fortunate to take her off-guard with what I call a stasis cube, trapping her within it for a short time, enough that we could flee. Unfortunately, I was separated from the others, and had the misfortune of encountering Resvarygrath. Alone.

      He would have killed me. Killed me and raised me from the dead with my mind twisted and altered, much as he’d apparently done to Sinera and her sister, Minerva. Before he could, Sinera killed Resvarygrath and called for me to join her, but I could see her corruption, how much she’d changed from the woman I’d known. I refused, and if it weren’t for Essryl’s intervention, she would have slain me where I stood. Essryl’s power was enough to make her back down, but the Golden Dominion is now ruled by Sinera Kor and Minerva Kor, both tyrants. Unfortunately for them, Essryl made off with the vast majority of Resvarygrath’s hoard, which I received a portion of.

      The aftermath was almost as chaotic as the rescue itself. I barely avoided gaining a title of nobility but was granted the title of Lady anyway. One of my classmates, Madeline, decided to court me, as did Essryl. Madeline was scared off by Essryl, I might add… the natural consequence of Essryl taking a position as the academy’s Practical Combat instructor. I don’t believe that any class in the academy’s history has had so many dropouts.

      Korima and Sella both expressed their own romantic interest in me, and Anara… she’s learned magical martial arts from Essryl, and the two of us… I don’t know how it’ll work out. I put them all off until after I graduated, since I have no clue what to do. The last two years have been mostly quiet, but my Trials of Mastery were yesterday, which means that’s about to end. I have some plans, but first I have to get through Essryl’s final test. Hopefully I survive.

      
        
        - Excerpt from Ruethwyn Sylaris’s Journal
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      “Caster!” Sella called out, punctuating her statement with a stomp, and a cone of lightning erupted up from the earth in front of her, arcing between shards of razor-sharp rocks which tore through over a dozen translucent armored elves.

      Ruethwyn’s gaze snapped over and spotted the figure in the back holding a staff. He was right on the edge of her most effective range, but she still wasn’t fast enough.

      “Mine!” Korima yelled, a pair of orbiting quartz-like shields defending her from the elves.

      The kitsune was sheathed in similar gem-like armor that flexed to let her move smoothly. A crystal appeared in her hand, glowing with internal fire, and she lobbed it over the attackers as the glow intensified. The crystal’s arc changed in mid-flight to drop on the caster.

      Since that was dealt with, Ruethwyn’s attention snapped back to the battlefield, her thoughts flowing smoothly as she flashed through permutations, her next incantation beginning almost without thought. An instant later, with a snap of her fingers, ice rimed most of the battlefield, still giving her allies room to maneuver, while momentarily freezing nearly half the phantasm elves in place.

      Korima’s attack landed on the caster as he chanted, staggering him, then detonated in an eruption of fire and stone that shredded everything within three paces, melting the ice in that area at the same time that the kitsune torched the nearest foes with a fiery blast.

      Meanwhile, Tadrick took ruthless advantage of Rue’s spell, cutting through his opponents rapidly as his armor shifted and rippled up and down his body to deflect blows. A flick of his sword sent a half-dozen shards of metal through the phantasmal healer, then he called them back to the metal flowing along his sword. Yet it was Anara that drew much of Ruethwyn’s attention.

      The elven woman wore close-fitting tan and green clothing, but she was wreathed by an aura of viridian lightning. She faced a massive hydra with seven snapping heads in the middle of the battlefield, a creature which Ruethwyn hadn’t even tried to restrain. That would have ruined Anara’s footing without slowing the massive, serpentine beast. Not that Anara wasn’t already doing a remarkable job of tearing the creature apart.

      Anara shot around the creature so quickly she left afterimages in her wake, and when she hit, the impacts sent ripples through the hydra’s entire bulk, inflicting internal injuries that were further seared by lightning, weakening the creature’s innate regeneration. Ruethwyn had no doubt that given time, Anara could kill the hydra on her own. But that relied on her not being attacked from behind. So the rest of them were dealing with the phantasmal soldiers.

      Her attention snapped away from Anara as two elven skirmishers charged her, and Ruethwyn flexed her wrist. Her wrist sheath launched a wand into her hand in response. The truesilver wand looked almost like a stiletto, with how most of its length had been sharpened to a razor edge. But that was a secondary use at most, as she channeled a trickle of mana into the eternal ice set in the wand’s pommel.

      Glowing ice erupted down the wand’s length, turning the wand into a rapier. Ruethwyn didn’t retreat, instead she stepped forward, parrying the first strike and cutting her attacker down as she chanted, her off-hand flicking through the gestures of a spell. Sidestepping the second spear thrust, a bolt of frostfire erupted from her hand and punched through the soldier’s chest, felling her.

      “Zaria?” Ruethwyn asked, glancing over as Sella disrupted a volley from the enemy crossbowmen with a wind spell. They were getting annoying.

      “Oh, please. It’s a lovely day for a cold snap,” the ice nymph replied eagerly within Ruethwyn’s mind. She obviously knew exactly what Ruethwyn intended and approved.

      Without hesitation Ruethwyn began to chant, weaving her spell. This was the fifth wave of enemies, and if the scaling continued as it had, she doubted they’d survive another. That being the case, she’d rather pull out all the stops.

      Mana flowed into the spell rapidly, and she kept an eye on her surroundings, ensuring that no one was getting too close. Then the spell completed.

      The sky went white as a blizzard unfurled above them. Snow drifted downward as Ruethwyn caught a glimpse of Crysandia Reach, the plane that Zaria called home. For a moment, only for a moment, Zaria’s body appeared amongst the back line of the attackers with one hand raised, and her mind vanished from Ruethwyn’s. The ice nymph was beautiful, with blue skin and glowing blue-white eyes, her figure shrouded by a gown seemingly formed of fresh-fallen snow, and she grinned as she brought her hand down.

      A rain of icicles and frost descended upon the battlefield around Zaria, freezing many of their enemies solid and perforating others, who fell to the ground, their bodies beginning to dissolve as they perished. Then Zaria, and the image of Crysandia Reach, vanished from view, though the destruction she’d wrought remained.

      With most of the rear line wiped out, Tadrick laughed and stepped forward, much of the liquid metal flowing down onto his sword as he swung, cutting down eight opponents in a single slash as his sword lengthened. Korima wasn’t to be outdone, as she concentrated her magic and unleashed a nova of fire that incinerated everything nearby, leaving a semi-molten crater where she was standing.

      Sella stepped forward, her skin blazing with the intricate runic patterns of atavism as she channeled her lightning, then unleashed a massive, forked bolt that split to hit all seven of the hydra’s heads simultaneously before her runes went dark. The massive creature convulsed, unable to shrug off such a massive attack, and was left open for Anara to strike without worries. The explosive axe kick she unleashed sent still more lightning through the creature’s ephemeral body, almost slaying it outright.

      The fight didn’t last much longer after that as they took their opponents apart. To Ruethwyn’s relief, it was the last wave.
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      “You passed. Good. Out of the seven teams who’ve attempted my test so far, you’re the only group to pass all five waves. The rest managed to beat the first four, though Team Sorthis lost all but one individual in the process. They’ll need additional training,” Essryl said, sitting back in her chair as she cleaned under her fingernails with a dagger. “Hopefully one of the remaining four teams proves competent enough to surprise me.”

      The Illisyr looked much like she usually did, with purple eyes that had a vertically slit demonic pupil, obsidian-black skin, black hair, and a demonic tail swaying behind her. She wore her leather and adamantine-reinforced armor, with her usual curved daggers by her sides, making her look simultaneously both beautiful and deadly. Particularly with how she was smirking at them.

      “Surprise you? You threw over a hundred soldiers at us in the final wave, plus ten healers, three magi, and a seven-headed hydra!” Tadrick protested weakly. “I’m amazed we managed to get through it without serious injuries. If all the casters had all shown up at the same time, we’d have been ripped apart!”

      “I doubt that. Rue would have summoned Luminous for… fire support, and things would have gotten hot for a little while, but I’m sure you’d have pulled through. You’re awfully good at that,” Essryl said, giving a wicked smile. “Besides, what sort of test doesn’t push you to your limits? I believe that only when pushed to the brink does someone show their true worth. I obviously didn’t push you hard enough, but alas, it’s too late now.”

      “Since the test has to be the same for all of those attempting your test, it’s just as well you didn’t make it more difficult,” Master Mara interjected dryly, the bald teacher shaking his head in disbelief. “I doubt most squads of military magi could pass your test, let alone a group half that size who’re fresh graduates.”

      “Then they need to improve, don’t they?” Essryl replied, arching an eyebrow skeptically. “If they were as good as my students, Selwyn wouldn’t have the problems that it currently faces. Fortunately, I did spend a couple of years improving your soft academy. I doubt it’ll last.”

      “If it doesn’t, it won’t be for a lack of effort on the headmaster’s part. From what he’s said, it’s entirely probable we won’t be able to find a professor who reaches your standards,” Grandmaster Cora chimed in, the blue-haired teacher giving Essryl an exasperated look. “While I’m not particularly fond of your methods, particularly how… blasé you are about injuries, I admit they have impressive results.”

      Korima cleared her throat, drawing the gazes of the teachers to her. The redhead kitsune’s ears pivoted back and forth but kept her voice merely hopeful as she spoke. “Even so… how did we do, Essryl? Even if we passed, that doesn’t give us proper feedback. Did I improve?”

      All of them straightened in their chairs, watching the Illisyr hopefully. The last couple of years under her tutelage had been punishing, but they’d improved by leaps and bounds, relatively speaking. Essryl was quiet for a moment, then she sheathed her dagger, rising to her feet smoothly and taking a step so she was in front of Korima.

      “At the beginning you didn’t properly pace yourself, Korima. You overspent mana when you should have conserved, then under-spent when you should have spent more. However, you found your balance by the third wave, and you’ve learned to fill your role as a second front-liner well, particularly combined with your explosive personality,” Essryl said, nodding in approval. “Your primary weakness is the same one it always is. You’re too impulsive and act too quickly. When Sella identified the caster, your eagerness to target them allowed a pair of soldiers to slip past you. Rue dealt with them easily, so it wasn’t too dangerous, but it is something to keep in mind.”

      Korima’s ears wilted at the criticism, and she flashed Ruethwyn a guilty look, but overall she looked happy, her emerald eyes glittering in the lights of the meeting room. Essryl turned to Tadrick next, a smile on her face.

      “You’ve improved, Tadpole! If you sparred with me when I’m serious, I’d have to draw my daggers, and you’d last three times as long!” Essryl said brightly.

      The brown-eyed elf winced, and his sandy-blonde hair swayed as he shook his head.

      “That… isn’t saying a lot. Three times a few seconds is still only a handful of seconds,” Tadrick said, letting out a sigh. “Could be more specific? Please?”

      “Of course, but the fact you could last that long is a significant improvement,” Essryl replied, smiling more broadly. “Your swordplay has significantly improved, and your metal magic repertoire has given you a solid defense. Adding the body sphere was an excellent choice, since I’ve seen you use the boosting capabilities and healing to good effect. It’s not as good as Shaping, but it’s solid. Your primary weaknesses are if anyone hits you with lightning, opponents at extreme ranges, or extremely large numbers of opponents, since you don’t have many large area spells. Consider working on those. Even an item which protects you from lightning would improve your survivability significantly.”

      “I’ll do that. Thank you for the advice,” Tadrick said courteously, bowing his head. Essryl snorted and rolled her eyes at that.

      “Your student requests your guidance, Mistress Essryl,” Anara said, standing and bowing her head.

      “Your charge-up time for significant attacks is too long, which means that you couldn’t do proper damage to the hydra until the others slowed it down for you. You should have been able to kill it in a quarter of the time, even if you were on your own,” Essryl said bluntly, her eyes narrowing slightly. “There’s a subtle imbalance beneath your Falling Thunder technique and the Lightning Charge technique. Meditate on them. If you can’t find the issue, it may be worth learning the sphere of lightning, as it grants more flexibility, but it’s your choice. Also, you’ve only reached the third stage of Storm Dragon’s Body. You need to reach the fourth before you can utilize the next tier of each technique.”

      “Yes, Mistress Essryl,” Anara said, a flicker of happiness crossing her face as she straightened, a contemplative look in her eyes.

      “Sella. Your defenses leave something to be desired,” Essryl said bluntly, turning to the brunette with narrowed eyes. “I know you’re on the back line, but you need to work on defensive abilities. Focusing entirely on massive damage is useful in many cases, but you also need to survive if an opponent manages to flank you. Practice your movement spells and using your shield ring. The magma bolt in the third wave almost took you out of the fight.”

      Sella nodded, letting out a sigh as she murmured. “You do think everyone should be capable of anything, don’t you?”

      “Of course. How else are you supposed to survive if you’re separated from your team?” Essryl replied, smirking.

      Sella stared at the Illisyr for a moment, then laughed and nodded. “I’ll do my best, promise. We’ve got upgraded equipment waiting for us anyway, that should help.”

      “It should,” Essryl agreed, then turned her attention to Ruethwyn, her smile widening a little more. Ruethwyn couldn’t help shifting uneasily in her chair. Essryl always looked so predatory when looking at her. It was hard to get used to, even after two years. “Now, Rue. What was that last spell of yours?”

      “It… was a variant summoning spell,” Ruethwyn replied after a moment’s hesitation. “I channeled mana into summoning Zaria’s true body for a moment, along with a brief link to her home plane. The spell’s mana is released in a burst, allowing her to use magic empowered by the planar conjunction.”

      “Fascinating. Can you use it with summons which are not currently present?” Master Mara interjected curiously.

      “I believe so, but it’s… it requires them to be ready for the spell. Even a momentary resistance would disrupt the spell. I think it’s most effective if you have a contract with the elemental in question,” Ruethwyn said, shrugging. “We’ve only done it a few times in tests, but it works with different elementals, though the spell requires adjustments for each.”

      “Good, you weren’t experimenting in combat. That’s always dangerous,” Essryl said, smiling in approval. “Your swordplay was adequate. Practice more, you left a few openings. Your judgment was reasonably good, but as always you try to plan too far in advance. You need to react faster, or one of these times it’s going to bite you in the ass, like the poison eater during our wyvern hunt.”

      Ruethwyn winced and protested. “You’re never going to let me live that down, are you?”

      “Of course not. It was hilarious,” Essryl said, grinning as Korima broke down giggling. Then the Illisyr grew serious again.

      “Otherwise, you’re doing better. Your wand works well with your magic but make certain you have a dagger or other weapon which doesn’t require activation as well,” Essryl said briskly. “All in all, I’m sure you’d be able to cross a narrow section of the Thorned Wood without getting killed. I’d even be willing to admit you’re my students to other Illisyr.”

      Relief washed over Ruethwyn, and she smiled, bowing her head politely.

      “Thank you, Essryl. I appreciate that,” Ruethwyn said, smiling at the Illisyr.

      “Congratulations, young Masters. I’m happy to welcome you to the ranks of the academy’s graduates at last,” Grandmaster Cora said, smiling broadly as she dryly added. “Even if you technically graduated a few days ago.”

      Essryl sniffed and shook her head, muttering. “Whereas I can’t believe that you consider a test like that sufficient to qualify for graduation. Rue succeeded at a more difficult test in her first year.”

      “Yes, well, I had a bit of motivation,” Ruethwyn said dryly. “In any case… shall we go back to the manor? I believe we have a small feast waiting for us.”

      “Ooh, yes! I smelled Leticia cooking the most delectable cut of boar this morning! I can’t wait to sink my fangs into it!” Korima exclaimed, her eyes brightening. She wasn’t quite drooling, but it was a near thing.

      Everyone laughed, and Essryl grinned broadly. “She’s an excellent cook, isn’t she? I even brought back some seasonings from home for the occasion, which she made good use of. I believe we should go. The rest of the tests are scheduled for tomorrow.”

      “And thank you for the invitation, Ruethwyn. It’s greatly appreciated,” Master Mara said, offering an arm to Cora, who slipped a hand through the crook of his elbow.

      “You’re most welcome. Thank you for putting up with us,” Ruethwyn said, smiling warmly in return.

      She couldn’t help the butterflies which were fluttering about her midsection, though. Especially when Anara, Essryl, Korima, and Sella each gave her different speculative looks as Cora moved.

      Hopefully she could distract them with some of the things she’d learned… Ruethwyn didn’t have a lot of hope for that, but there was a chance.
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      Illisyr spices were almost the polar opposite of their personalities, in Ruethwyn’s opinion. Not that she’d met many Illisyr, if she was being honest. Over the last two years a grand total of nine Illisyr had come to visit Essryl, each of them dark-skinned, supremely confident, and arrogant. Two had possessed obviously demonic features when they’d arrived, curled goat horns and hooves in the first’s case, and claws and fangs for the second. When they’d left, those features had vanished, and one Illisyr’s skin had been shifted to a mottled black, brown, and dark green that allowed her to hide much more easily.

      But focusing on the food, the spices had an incredibly subtle, almost delicate interplay of flavors which could easily be missed if you weren’t paying attention. They tasted wonderful, at least the way Leticia had used them, and they’d succeeded in helping distract most of the others, at least for a little while.

      “…while I’m an adequate cook, I’ll readily admit Leticia has long-since surpassed me in that regard. It may surprise you to hear this, but I’m not much of a homemaker,” Essryl said brightly.

      “No, really? I never would have guessed,” Master Mara, no, Emrick, replied in a deadpan tone.

      “Emrick, be polite,” Cora chided, shaking her head once.

      “I am being polite. If someone states the obvious, I give them the sarcasm they’re obviously looking for. You know how I feel about people wasting time,” Emrick shot back, brandishing his forkful of boar at Cora. “If she didn’t want me to—Cora!”

      While he’d been talking, the grandmaster had simply bitten the slice of meat off his fork. Essryl laughed as Cora chewed, then swallowed and smiled beatifically at him.

      “You were brandishing it at me, I thought you were offering the slice. Thank you, Emrick,” Cora said, then turned her gaze to Leticia, who was busy replacing the meat platter in the middle of the table. “Also, my compliments, Leticia. You’re an excellent cook.”

      The elegant elven redhead turned her cool blue gaze on Cora and inclined her head politely, speaking in her usual unruffled tone. “You are most welcome, Grandmaster. I do my best.”

      “And she does an excellent job of it,” Essryl murmured, her purple eyes gleaming as she raised her glass of wine and took a sip.

      “One question for you, Master Mara… how are Lissa and Yalline doing?” Sella asked, frowning thoughtfully. “If I remember right, they were taking more time to work on their skills?”

      “Emrick, Sella. You’ve graduated. As to that… yes. Lissa likely could pass the trials if she so desired, as her skill with summoning has increased markedly since coming to the academy, but she wanted to refine some aspects… and to avoid having to deal with Essryl’s graduation test,” Emrick said, giving Essryl a sidelong glance that caused the Illisyr to chortle softly. “As for Yalline, her runic dyslexia is causing some issues with advancing, but she’s coming along well. I don’t think I’ll ever fully trust her with a ritual or artificing, but she’ll be an excellent spellcaster. I simply need to ensure that she has a proper appreciation of risks before I let her graduate. I believe she’s currently reading the Record of Untimely Ends: Arrogance & Idiocy at Work.”

      Ruethwyn suppressed the urge to laugh, covering her mouth as she shook her head.

      “That… makes sense. Please pass along my well-wishes, if you would?” Ruethwyn said, smiling broadly.

      “That being said… you mentioned you had something to talk about, Rue?” Tadrick asked, pausing to look at her, a forkful of mashed tubers hovering in front of him. She found it amusing that he practiced his metal magic by controlling his utensils.

      Ruethwyn’s dining room was much more comfortable than it had been when she first moved into the manor. She’d renovated it heavily to remove all remnants of Lord Elisir, since the man had been creepy beyond belief. As evidenced by him kidnapping Rithara and associating with cultists of Larimos. The room now had warm wooden paneling and broad glass windows which were currently shrouded by curtains to give them privacy. She’d also enchanted every window and wall of the house to improve their durability.

      Her friends and guests were seated around the table, and the number of servants in the manor was finally down to an acceptable number. Between the efforts of Essryl and Ruethwyn, they’d managed to settle most of the kidnapped women into new lives, though the ones who’d been in Resvarygrath’s clutches for the longest had largely chosen to take positions serving as Ruethwyn’s servants. That made her uncomfortable, but she accepted that they just... didn’t know anything else, and it made them happy. Besides, the manor needed their attention.

      She focused on the subject at hand, though, smiling as a thread of anticipation rose inside her. Ruethwyn had been keeping her discovery secret for a couple of weeks now, and she could hardly wait to spring it on everyone… particularly Master Mara. Emrick. She really needed to get used to thinking of him by name.

      “That’s right,” Ruethwyn said, setting aside her fork and knife for the moment as she sat back in her chair. “Do you remember the books I bought back in my first year? The ones from Corval.”

      “Ah… no?” Tadrick said hesitantly, flushing. “I can’t say that I do.”

      “Was it when we met the one elf with the ivory mask and gauntlets?” Korima asked, her ears perking up as she nibbled on a slice of meat, a blissful expression on her face. “There was also… what did they call it… that really weird metal.”

      “Sunsteel! The light-infused mythril!” Sella said, snapping her fingers in realization. “I vaguely remembered something, but you brought it to mind. Wow, it’s been a really long time since then, hasn’t it?”

      “It has,” Ruethwyn agreed, smiling wryly. “Ironically, I’d almost forgotten about the books myself, and even once I remembered them, I wasn’t that fluent in the language. It took me months to improve enough to read them properly.”

      “Why not use translation spectacles?” Cora asked curiously, frowning. “I believe that there are standard templates for the enchantments in the school archives which you could access.”

      “I tried them a few times, but something about the enchantments causes me headaches after a few minutes,” Ruethwyn admitted, grimacing. “Not all the time, but when I’m manifesting an elemental. Apparently, the translation effect causes a degree of dissonance when combined with having a second mind, and since I call on elementals often, it seemed like a poor idea to use long-term.”

      “That… would be unpleasant, yes. Besides which, if you want to reference a foreign text properly, it’s always best to read it in the native tongue, rather than via magical translations. Sometimes there are elements that don’t translate properly,” Emrick said thoughtfully. “I haven’t done much research into Corval’s magic, if I’m being honest. They use a dramatically different philosophy when it comes to their magic, from what I understand.”

      “Oh?” Sella asked curiously, her eyebrows rising.

      “That’s right,” Ruethwyn said, nodding as she considered how to explain, then shrugged and just plunged in. “They have nine spheres they favor, which correspond to nine schools in their capital. I don’t remember all of their names, but I do remember Emission, Invocation, and Physiology. The first is the control of energy, such as cold, fire, lightning, and similar things that are only there momentarily, though they can create longer-lasting light as well. The problem is that it is ephemeral. Invocation is a sort of… word magic? They can speak words of power that create effects and invoke the names of powerful beings to do similar things. Most of their churches use invocation, from what the book said. Physiology is the study of the body, a sort of combination of life, nature, and similar spheres. I can’t really wrap my head around them, if I’m being honest.”

      “When a concept comes from a culture with entirely different assumptions, it’s often difficult to understand at best,” Essryl agreed, giving a small smirk as she looked at Ruethwyn. “Your talents aren’t focused on that, either. I’m unsurprised that you have difficulties with it… though I’m curious why you bring them up, if you have difficulties wrapping your mind around their spheres.”

      “Because in the books they briefly mentioned the predecessor to their current magic system,” Ruethwyn said, her smile widening marginally. “They discussed the pitfalls of the old method of elemental spheres, where ‘channelers’ had their advancement chained to the whims of the elementals which they wished to form contracts with, and that caused infighting and assassinations among the magi. Then they discussed how the new spheres brought an era of united learning and prosperity… but mostly I noticed the mention of these channelers.”

      For a moment everyone around the table was quiet. The clack of silverware stopped, and Essryl’s eyes narrowed marginally. It was Sella who leaned forward and spoke first.

      “Wait. Are you saying they used atavism? On a country-wide scale?” Sella demanded.

      “That’s what it sounds like, yes,” Ruethwyn said, her smile widening still more. “Unfortunately, the books in Selwyn don’t go into that era of Corval’s history, but I’ve found a few legends written down about genie summoners and the like, where they turned into the genies for battle. If they used this channeling on that scale, it means they knew something about atavism that Sinera didn’t. Which means it could be incredibly useful if I could learn more.”

      “Ooh… I like that thought,” Korima said, her tail swishing behind her vigorously as her eyes gleamed. “If I could summon a fire elemental, I could really improve with fire magic, and then bad guys would know true terror! Well, and it’d help keep home safe. If the ancestors could help the enclave learn magic more effectively, that would change everything.”

      Cora looked at Emrick, who had a contemplative look on his face as he looked at Ruethwyn. Then he asked mildly. “You realize it might not be the same art at all?”

      “Of course,” Ruethwyn agreed, shrugging once as she looked at him as calmly as she could manage. “It’s entirely possible, even likely, that it’s simply a similar concept, or that the descriptions are incorrect. At the same time, considering the activity of the Golden Dominion, can we really afford to give up a possible advantage, or an advancement in magical knowledge? And even if it’s a different form of magic, that doesn’t mean it won’t have insights which could help.”

      That brought him up short, and Ruethwyn knew why. The thought of her first teacher cast a shadow over her heart.

      Sinera Kor had taught her so much, but when Resvarygrath brought her back from the dead, she’d been changed. Ruethwyn hadn’t been near her long enough to determine the full depth of the changes, but what she’d heard told her more than enough. Sinera and Minerva, her sister, had consolidated their grip over the Golden Dominion over the last two years, and they acted like tyrants, controlling their populace with an iron grip. Moreover, they’d been building up their armies, which made Ruethwyn nervous.

      Perhaps it was foolish of Ruethwyn, but she considered it her responsibility to deal with her teacher, at least in part. If she could help the nation deal with their threat, it would ease her mind immensely. Which didn’t even consider that Corval was near the Crystalsand Desert, a place which had captured her imagination from an early age.

      “A fair point,” Emrick said at last, letting out a soft sigh. “I just wanted to be certain you’d considered the matter fully. How do you intend to investigate this?”

      Ruethwyn’s mouth was only halfway open before Anara spoke softly.

      “When do we leave?” the blonde asked calmly. Ruethwyn blinked at her in surprise, and Anara’s lips curved into a smile. “Don’t gape, Rue. We agreed to explore the world together, didn’t we? Not to mention I recognized the sparkle in your eyes that you think about traveling and seeing something new. The conclusion was obvious, so… when do we leave?”

      Ruethwyn couldn’t help a blush as Korima, Sella, and Tadrick began laughing. She hadn’t thought she was quite that predictable.
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      “I see there being three routes to Corval in total, ignoring the completely foolish ones,” Ruethwyn said, laying down a map of southeast Kavarn and north-east Algaria. It wasn’t terribly detailed, but it showed approximately where the nations were. The two continents were separated by the Sea of Mists and Titan’s Gulf, with a narrow strait barely separating Kavarn and Algaria. Corval controlled the peninsula on Algaria, while the Empire of Rantoran controlled the section of Kavarn.

      “Which are?” Sella asked curiously.

      “Trying to go south through Palto, or bypassing Palto by going through Ovara and down through the Frost Wastes,” Ruethwyn said dryly. “Despite its name, it’s nothing like the Frostglades. They were created by a country of undead, and even if their civilization is gone, plenty of undead rise there anyway.”

      “Yeah… I think you’ve got the right idea,” Tadrick said, grimacing. “I’d rather not try to cross those.”

      “You probably could survive the Frost Wastes, but I wouldn’t chance Palto,” Essryl agreed, examining the map intensely.

      “Precisely,” Ruethwyn said, nodding firmly as she traced a line across the map. “Our first option is to travel west, through Ovara, and circle around overland to a port along the Sea of Mists, where we could hire passage across it. It’s a fairly long journey, and there are several dangerous areas along the way, including the Emmet Mire, a wider branch of the Thorned Wood that’s about twenty miles across, and other areas that are… unpleasant. On the other hand, it takes us closer to the Great Library, so there’s that. That route would likely take longer.”

      “Yeah… that doesn’t sound pleasant. We can’t use the teleportation network to bypass it?” Sella asked, blanching.

      “Sure we could. Unfortunately, that takes us even farther out of our way, since most of the connected nodes in between aren’t in areas which are secure, so the network goes around. We’d have to go all the way to Dukarth, then south around those regions,” Ruethwyn explained, tracing a path even further west to the mountains. “Not to mention the cost of using the teleportation nodes. We’re talking between ten and fifty drops of mana per jump, depending on the city and nation. For each of us.”

      “Ugh,” Korima said, wrinkling her nose unhappily as she pored over the map. “That explains why the troupe never went that way. What are the other options? And where’s our destination?”

      “Western Coval, near the mouth of the Everflow River,” Ruethwyn said, tapping a dot on the location in question, which was well west of the straits, then moved her finger up to Selwyn again. “The other options are variations on a theme. First, we could circle east of the Frostglades and up to the coast. Then we could catch a ship over and down the coast to Rantoran, where we could purchase passage across to Corval easily. I know Rantoran isn’t in the best place politically, but last I heard, their road and teleportation networks were excellent.”

      “Mm. I’m not sure that’s accurate anymore. Their Imperial Princess recently married the fifth daughter of Clan Illisyr’s Matriarch,” Essryl said, examining Rantoran with obvious interest. “If anyone can whip them into shape, it’s an Illisyr. She’s also on the warpath, ever since someone assassinated her wife and captured her soul.”

      For a moment Ruethwyn just stared at Essryl along with the others, her mouth agape. Then she cleared her throat and managed. “I… hadn’t heard that. Which clan of the Illisyr?”

      Essryl’s smile widened more as she teased. “I just told you, Rue. Clan Illisyr. As in the descendants of our old royal house.”

      Ruethwyn blanched. A member of the original royal clan of the Illisyr had their spouse murdered and their soul stolen? That sounded like a recipe for disaster if there ever was one.

      “Well, that sounds like the worst idea I’ve ever heard,” Tadrick said, blanching. “Someone must have a death wish.”

      “Indeed! I’d love to meet the princess or empress in person. I’m curious what sort of human could earn the hand of one of Clan Illisyr’s primary bloodline,” Essryl mused, tapping her chin. “In any case, continue.”

      “Ah… yes. As I said, the last option is similar, but it skips the dangers of the northern gulf and the capes which we’d have to pass on the ship. We’d travel east toward the coast, and either circle the mountains to enter Rantoran or go through Yoldek,” Ruethwyn said, tapping the dwarven nation in question. “I think it’d be interesting to see the dwarven cities, but it isn’t vital. Based on my research, it’d cut around a week off the trip, and a stagecoach through Rantoran would be faster than taking a ship since we could go directly overland. I prefer the last route, but I’m willing to be convinced otherwise.”

      “Hm… this looks like it’ll take several months if we don’t use teleporters…” Sella said, frowning as she looked at the map. “Best-case we’re looking at what, two weeks to the coast of Rantoran? Then another week or two on the ship, depending on how long it takes to find one, followed by the time researching in Corval… we could be coming home in fall, or even later. Will Ceda even put up with that, Tad?”

      “That’s the question, isn’t it?” Tadrick said, taking a deep breath, then let it out as he thought. “This is a long trip, and there’s the question of joining the Guardians of Stone. They haven’t replied yet, but I’ll have to see if this would influence my chances. After we figure out how long it’d probably take, I’d want to go to the enclave to see what Ceda says. From what she’s said before, I think she’d be alright with it, even if she doesn’t want to travel herself. I don’t know. What about your parents?”

      “I intend to send them a letter and ask their opinion after this. I think they’ll be alright with it, if grudgingly. It’s nowhere near as bad as sneaking into the Golden Dominion to free people from a dragon, after all,” Sella said, shrugging. Both of them looked at Korima, who just grinned, her ears perked up and green eyes sparkling with excitement.

      “My parents will sigh, chide me for jumping in with all four paws before looking, then ask me to bring back a bunch of plays from along the route,” Korima said, practically preening.

      “Of course they would,” Ruethwyn said, glancing at Anara curiously.

      “I think the route you favor makes a great deal of sense. It’s likely the most direct route we can find without excessive danger as well,” Anara said, glancing up from the map at Essryl. “Mistress Essryl, what do you think of the route?”

      “I think that if you were truly adventurous, you’d take the western route and cross the sea via the segment of the Thorned Wood which crosses the seabed. However, that would involve several hundred miles of travel through the Thorned Wood, and I don’t believe you’re up to that. Not yet. Also, Sella? Your estimates are off. By a lot.”

      “Oh?” Sella asked, blinking.

      “You’re underestimating the scale of the map,” Essryl said, charting the route out with her fingers, her eyes narrowing. “A stagecoach goes, what, sixty or seventy miles a day? With a ship doing twice that?”

      “That sounds about right,” Ruethwyn agreed, frowning as she looked at the map, doing some math. Then she pulled out a ruler to go over the map, comparing it to the scale… and winced. “Oh. Oh… yeah, that’s longer than I thought. It’d take what… about fifty days to take my preferred route?”

      “And about three quarters that if you take a ship down the coast. Going east would save you a little time over going up to the coast near the Frostglades, given the northern cape. Going overland would cost you time going south, though. A ship would save a few days… realistically, a few strategic teleportations could save you weeks of travel time,” Essryl said, her gaze clinical as she looked at the map. “I had to deal with things like this when I was on my pilgrimage. Maps make the world look smaller than it is.”

      “Oh. Yeah… that would change things,” Ruethwyn said, wincing as she pulled out a map with a rough outline of the ley line network. “Let’s see… we could probably go most of the length of Rantoran in… eight teleportation hops? That would cut, um, roughly two and a half weeks off the total? Assuming everything went well. I think that would be worth it.”

      Tadrick whistled, then nodded slowly. “Yeah, that’s… yeah. I think I’d best start saving up drops of mana for the trip, considering. The main issue is storing them, but I’m sure I can find a bottle. I’m less certain of coming with over that distance, but… at the same time, it sounds really interesting.”

      “And it assumes the map is accurate,” Korima said unhappily. “The council always complained about how hard it was to get accurate maps for the Troupe.”

      Ruethwyn nodded, frowning again, then shrugged helplessly. “I suppose I could go talk to some of the merchants to see what they could tell me about the route. Still, I think this is good enough to decide on a proposed route.”

      “I’d prefer the one with the teleportations through Rantoran,” Anara said after a few seconds of thought, then grimaced. “Though I’m not particularly good at condensing mana. I’m lucky if I can condense two drops in a day, and that’s hours of work.”

      “You can usually pay coin for the teleportation instead, it’s just cheaper if you can contribute mana,” Tadrick offered quickly. “I’ve taken them a few times for business trips with my family.”

      “Ah. How does it compare to the cost of a stagecoach?” Sella asked curiously.

      “I… couldn’t say, off-hand?” Tadrick said uncertainly. “I think about five times as much? Maybe as much as ten… it depends on each location. Selwyn doesn’t charge much more than the maintenance and security costs, but Ovara charges more.”

      Sella flinched, even though Ruethwyn knew she was far better-off than she had been a few years before. Ruethwyn had quietly split her portion of Resvarygrath’s hoard with her friends, as well as the reward for rescuing the dragon’s captives and his death. They were all well off and had invested in several businesses which earned them a modest profit. She was proud that sharing her father’s lessons on the sphere of cloth had allowed some of the former captives to start a weaving and tailoring business.

      “That… would explain why not everyone takes teleportation,” Sella conceded. “Plus, the fact you can’t carry as much. Are there any airships that cross the sea to Rantoran?”

      Everyone looked at Ruethwyn, and she shrugged helplessly, just looking at them in exasperation.

      “We’re the better part of two thousand miles from them as the dragon flies, and there’s no way to go directly there,” Ruethwyn replied, crossing her arms under her breasts as she glared at them. “I have no idea what their transportation options are. For all I know, there might be an embargo on travel between them and Corval, and we’d have to get someone to take us across the straits and make our way there on foot.”

      That left Sella looking abashed. Korima just giggled, bounding around the table and giving Ruethwyn a hug, kissing her cheek at the same time.

      Ruethwyn sputtered as Korima spoke, her voice a wicked purr. “You look amazing when you’re annoyed, Rue. You sure I can’t convince you to play the evil queen in one of the plays?”

      “Korima!” Ruethwyn protested, her annoyance shifting to panic as she tried unsuccessfully to pull away. “You can’t just⁠—”

      “She isn’t wrong, but I believe we’re off-topic. Perhaps we should cut short the discussion and make this simpler,” Essryl said, raising a finger as she asked. “All in favor of operating on the assumption of taking the route through Rantoran on this trip? Even if you should choose not to accompany Rue later.”

      Anara raised her hand immediately, and Korima let go of Ruethwyn with one arm to raise hers enthusiastically, grinning all the while. Sella and Tadrick were a moment behind them, but there wasn’t any hesitation, particularly given Essryl’s last sentence. Ruethwyn finally managed to slip free, but only just.

      “Excellent, I recommend each of you consider what you need for such a long trip. Consider this another lesson,” Essryl said, smiling broadly. “What are you taking with you on the trip? What do you need for it? How will you secure your items? How much funding will you need? How are you going to carry it, considering the risks of banditry or other issues? I know my own answer, but I recommend you consider, research, and make plans for every possible contingency. You never know when your stagecoach is going to be picked up by a hungry roc.”

      “That’s an excellent point,” Ruethwyn admitted, looking over the map as she considered, then sighed. “This… is going to be much more than I expected. I’m looking forward to it.”

      “Good. So am I,” Essryl said with a grin, her eyes glittering with anticipation. “There’s nothing like exploring the world to properly temper yourself.”

      Ruethwyn wasn’t sure she trusted that smile but found herself smiling anyway.
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      Essryl hummed to herself, her eyes closed as she stood in the dark, a file held in one hand as she focused her senses on the stone in front of her.

      Stone was… not one of the things which Essryl was talented with. At least not the magic of it. It didn’t help that the Illisyr didn’t use the same spheres which the Conclave of Magi had set up. For instance, Shaping… it was closer to the sphere of body which Tadrick used, but so much more than that. The simple truth was that the Illisyr didn’t delve into the earth often, so their magic tended not to focus on it as much. Besides which, part of Essryl would consider using stone or earth magic to be cheating, at least for this.

      Instead, she was using her enhanced senses as she listened to the stone. She focused, sensing the faint vibrations from her hum which ran through it, mapping out the fracture lines, the flaws, and the surfaces. Essryl was on the verge of an epiphany with one of her spheres, but that was beside the point. She was always improving, but focusing on something close to the threshold was pointless. One learned by doing. So she acted.

      The file flicked out and ran over the stone, shaving away parts of it like it was made of clay. The resulting vibrations shone in Essryl’s mind’s eye, causing the form of the statue to stand out brightly. She continued moving like lightning, adjusting a raised section here and a groove there. She swapped from file to file as she worked, pausing as she nearly snapped a strand of stone so delicate that it was a miracle it was still intact, then shaved away the tiniest part of the whole. It was a dance, one she did with her eyes closed, pushing her skills to their limits… until at last she came to a halt, a sense of completion washing over her.

      Opening her eyes, Essryl could see her project before her, yet she didn’t allow herself to look at it. Instead she looked down, stepping over to clean the files which she’d been using. Enchanted they may be, but they were her tools. And an artisan should always take care of their tools.

      Only when each file was clean and placed in their respective holders did Essryl speak a single, soft word. Crystals around the room flared to life, and her pupils abruptly contracted to protect her from the light. And then, at long last, she looked at her project, taking it in properly.

      The white marble statue stood slightly over six feet due to the base it stood on. Otherwise it was life-size. It depicted Ruethwyn as she stood tall, though one could just barely make out how she was favoring her side. The fabric of the stone dress was somewhat rumpled in places, but despite that she stood tall and defiant, a wand in hand and a determined expression on her face. Stray hairs which had escaped her hair tie extended through the air, and Essryl had no illusions that those stone hairs would last long if she ever moved the statue. Even so, Essryl’s job wasn’t quite done.

      She stepped forward, pulling out a needle-pointed engraving tool as she leaned in and carefully, ever-so-carefully, carved the statue’s eyes to add an impression of the irises and pupils. Only then was she done, and she stood back, taking in the image seared into her memory, of the moment when Ruethwyn had stood before Resvarygrath himself… and denied him.

      Essryl had not been there, but she’d watched via her magic. That was what had truly drawn her attention more than anything else. How often did one find a non-Illisyr with such a will?

      Ruethwyn would be mortified if she saw the statue, Essryl knew. It was just as well that she’d never see it, along with all the other statuettes which Essryl had paid to be restored and had placed in her private room.
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      “Are you sure you want to go on a trip like this, Tadrick? While it’s not impossible, the sheer distance involved means that you’re likely to run into an enormous number of problems,” his father asked, looking at Tadrick in concern. Earl Adaath Daskar looked a great deal like Tadrick did, but he was a bit less muscular and slimmer in general.

      “I know, I’ve looked at the reports,” Tadrick said, nodding and giving a tight smile. “In fact, I’ll be shocked if we don’t run into some truly nasty situations, but… when else am I going to have a chance like this? Oh, if Ceda objects I’ll stay behind, but I doubt she will. She’s always encouraged me to follow my dreams, and the Guardians said they’re willing to delay their evaluation until I’m back.”

      “Hm. Well, if you’re sure, I’m not going to object. Your mother, on the other hand…” Adaath let his voice trail off as he let out a heavy sigh, shaking his head. “She’s not going to take it well. But you knew that already.”

      “Her response to hearing I was dating Ceda was bad enough. I still remember her reaction when I told her Rue wasn’t interested in me or Navaan,” Tadrick said, grinning at his father. “From my point of view, getting out of here for several months means I won’t have to deal with her sniping for a while. Why, she might even calm down slightly. Out of sight, out of mind.”

      “If you think that’ll make her forget, you don’t know your mother very well,” Adaath replied dryly, shrugging once. “Regardless, it’s your choice, son. You’ve the funds and resources to pull it off if you want to. I’d only ask that you keep an eye out for fruit that might be good to add to the orchards, even if it requires a greenhouse.”

      “Yessir,” Tadrick said, grinning as he gave a casual salute. “That said… how’s Navaan’s courtship going?”

      Adaath gave a tight smile, then let out another heavy sigh. “About that…”

      Tadrick’s smile vanished and he leaned forward in concern. “Uh oh. What’d he do this time?”

      Though Tadrick had to admit, he was looking forward to hearing what his brother had managed to screw up.
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        * * *

      

      “Corval, is it? I can’t say that I’ve been there, though I was tempted to visit a few times. You can learn a lot about fire magic when you’re in an area of such extreme heat… though I should note that the desert is mostly restricted to eastern Corval,” Grandmaster Sorle said, setting tea in front of Korima. “For you, it could provide some useful insights, both for fire and earth. What is sand but earth, after all?”

      The head of the Fire Tower had managed to burn off her eyebrows again, and her brown hair was only a couple of inches long, but she’d avoided any further injuries in her experiments. Korima was mostly disappointed she hadn’t seen the spell which did it. The muddy brown eyes of her mentor were thoughtful, though.

      “I’d rather learn more about fire…” Korima muttered, her ears flattening for a moment, then she forced herself to perk up as she took a sip of her tea. “Still, that isn’t why I came to you! Not directly, anyway. You went to Kalpher, right? That means you went east and might have gone through Rantoran.”

      “Ah, I understand. You’d like to ask me about the route?” Sorle asked, smiling warmly. At Korima’s enthusiastic nod, she shook her head gently. “Unfortunately, you’re incorrect in that regard, Korima. I didn’t go through Rantoran. I followed the northern border of the Thorned Wood to the coast, then took a ship to Kalpher. However, I can tell you about the route up until where you’d cross the Thorned Wood. Tassendale has a fascinating method of avoiding some of the dangers, as they’ve built a trolly over it which is run by a modest amount of magic. It isn’t perfectly safe, not when drakes could attack it, but the guards deal with most of those incidents.”

      “Ooh… where is that?” Korima asked, her gaze sharpening as she listened. “And just to be clear, I’m also wondering what I’d need to prepare for that kind of trip. I’ve never traveled more than a hundred miles without having someplace like a friend’s home to stop, where I could change what I’m carrying or leave behind things to pick up again.”

      “Ah, of course. Well, in your case I think you need a brush more than I do,” Sorle teased, causing Korima to flush in embarrassment. “However, what I’d recommend are…”
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        * * *

      

      “Interesting,” Ruethwyn said, tapping her upper lip as she looked over the register.

      It hadn’t been too hard to get a list of caravans that came through Selwyn, as well as where they’d come from. She’d had to pay a fee to the local Merchant’s Guild, but they kept information on-hand for traveling merchants to get some idea of how long trips might be, as well as where secure camping sites or safe towns were. While a caravan moved significantly shorter distances than a stagecoach or even a group on foot, their regular pace allowed her to identify areas where travel was significantly slower than others, and they tended to avoid risky regions.

      Beyond that, she’d also been able to pay for a recommendation on resupply points for a long-distance journey, with several alternates in case of something happening along the way. There wasn’t a stagecoach company that ran the entire way to Rantoran, sadly. They’d have to go through over a dozen.

      “You’re certain that there are other companies that bridge the gap between here and Rantoran?” Ruethwyn asked, glancing up at Numer, a blond elf in a rich blue velvet shirt and elegant cream pants. She was certain he didn’t normally help clients plan their trips, but the moment the staff recognized her, she’d been ushered into the back and greeted warmly by him. She suspected he was a ranking member of the guild.

      “Definitely, there’s enough traffic that there’s always at least one. I would recommend trying to avoid Torfane, though. The last I’d heard, there was a conflict between several potential heirs of the Lord Mayor, and it was threatening to spill over into open warfare,” Numer said, tapping a small country on his map. “I’m sure there are other potential disruptions along the route, but I haven’t received any reports recently.”

      “Understood, I’ll have to take that under advisement,” Ruethwyn said, adjusting the route mentally. It’d likely add a day or two to the trip, but that wasn’t too bad. The information would help her plan the route, but she had another matter to deal with, given the way Numer was looking at her. She’d gotten familiar with that sort of gleam in the eyes over the last two years, so she set the register down and looked at him, speaking calmly. “Now. What is it you wanted from me?”

      Numer didn’t seem surprised by her blunt question, instead he smiled as he replied. “Some of the guild’s members have been inquiring about fabric from Beran Tailoring, but the products tend to sell out incredibly quickly. Is it possible to arrange for a number of bolts to be reserved for the guild, or at least to have the first right to purchase them? It would…”

      It was all Ruethwyn could do to avoid sighing, as she listened to him make a business pitch. She’d really rather not be involved in the business at all but given her reputation she was embroiled in it no matter what she wanted. At least she didn’t have to manage the business and could foist off most of the final decisions on the manager. Or Leticia, once they’d left.

      For someone who insisted on being a servant, Leticia could be one of the most relentless, intractable people Ruethwyn had ever met. She rather enjoyed seeing people run head-first into Leticia’s stubbornness.
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      Anara sat on the bench, her eyes closed as she basked in the calm, quiet sanctuary which was the shrine to the Princess.

      This wasn’t the main temple. It wasn’t even a normal chapel, since they’d learned that if they went to the churches they drew too much attention, at least off the grounds of the academy, and Anara’s access to the school had been… dubious in many ways. The teachers had mostly just looked the other way.

      That was why Ruethwyn and Anara had pooled some funds to build a shrine to each member of Nature’s Court. They’d also hired a group of priests and priestesses to come out and sanctify the shrines properly, but to the bafflement of almost everyone, the grounds had already been sanctified when they’d arrived. Anara suspected Essryl was responsible, but the dark elf just smiled and ignored the question when she’d asked her.

      Regardless, the shrines were a place where Anara could relax and consider without interruptions. Everyone treated the shrines with respect, and servants came out daily to ensure they were in perfect condition.

      “The seasons have turned, and everything has changed, especially me,” Anara murmured under her breath, allowing her eyes to open as she looked at the small statue of the Princess. Much like most depictions of the goddess, it didn’t go into detail, simply outlining a slim, younger elven woman with indeterminate features, her arms open as if to welcome others. “I never imagined that life would lead me to this point. I thought I was a dancer, that I would draw crowds to the theatre with my grace and skill. That I might draw the eye of a duke, or maybe even the prince himself and earn a high-ranking position. I was… so full of myself. I never realized what I already had. Not until it was gone.”

      For a moment Anara’s breath caught as she remembered her father and mother, grief stabbing through her and heat welling up in her eyes. The grief was milder than it had been, though. Time eased all wounds, and unlike Ruethwyn, Anara hadn’t seen their bodies. A tiny part of her still felt like they were just on a long journey, and perhaps one day they’d return. In a way that might even be true, if you considered death a long journey.

      Taking a deep breath, Anara steadied herself as she considered, her lips quirking in a smile as she looked at the statue, tilting her head to the side. “I wish I’d realized, but it’s too late now. I’ve accepted that, mostly. Instead, I’ve turned my attention to a new approach… becoming strong enough I can protect that which is important to me. The old season has closed. The long winter has passed, and I have grown once more. Spring and summer are upon us, and the future lies before me. It’s time for me to take my first steps, wherever those take me.”

      Anara slowly stood, clasping her hands in front of her before she bowed deeply before the statue, respect and hope washing over her.

      “I don’t know how it will work out, goddess. A new beginning is neither good nor bad, it simply is. All I ask is that you watch over me to see what happens,” Anara said softly. She held her bow, then straightened, smiling a little more as she continued. “Now I should go. I do need to make preparations for the trip to the enclave. They’ll likely have a better idea of what I’d need for a long trip. Fare thee well, Princess. May all Nature’s Court watch over us.”
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        * * *

      

      “Hm. You’re sure the enchantments on this won’t interfere with other dimensional storage devices?” Sella asked, frowning as she looked over the satchel.

      “So long as it’s unloaded, there aren’t any issues,” Grandmaster Daven confirmed, a slight smile playing across his face. “If you attempt to place one in another dimensional storage item, their enchantments will repel one another if there is anything within it. However, it cannot hold a dimensional storage item. The spatial warping involved makes that impossible.”

      Sella nodded, turning over the satchel again as she considered whether or not to purchase it. The satchel was a lovely piece of work, made from the hide of a breed of nature-infused aurochs, making the leather a lovely, rich brown even before it’d had a layer of lacquer added to the surface. The stitching was silver, which was more eye-catching than she’d prefer, but given the runes the stitches formed it was necessary, as were the others that had been carefully burned into its surface. It had five compartments in total, the main one, a secondary one split from the main one by a strip of leather, and three mid-sized pouches which the flap covered when closed. The flap could be secured, of course.

      The important thing to her was that the satchel was enchanted for durability, waterproofing, and most other hazards as well as being able to fit up to ten times its apparent volume in each of the pouches, while reducing the weight of the contents by a significant margin. According to Daven, if it held up to twice its volume it almost fully negated the weight, but the reduction steadily grew worse the more you put in, up to only halving the weight if too much was put into the satchel. Sella considered it ideal for the trip, since most of the others had dimensional storage and this was much less expensive. She had other items she wanted to purchase.

      “I think this will suit my purposes, yes. Let’s add it to the list,” Sella said after a moment, setting the satchel on the counter. “Now, you had other recommendations for when on a long-distance journey?”

      “Of course. While there are some I’d recommend, I expect they’re outside of your budget, or your friend has made ones of her own. Ruethwyn is an excellent budding artificer,” Daven said, his knowing smile causing Sella to flush slightly. “That being the case, I will not recommend the miniature cabin. I might consider the tent, however.”

      Daven waved to what looked like a thin rod of metal only as long as Sella’s finger with fabric wrapped around it, continuing. “When placed on the ground and the command is spoken, this expands and unfurls into a tent that is three paces on a side, with a cloth floor and which regulates the temperature so long as it isn’t unnaturally warm or cold. It does not contain any furnishings, and cannot be collapsed so long as anything of significant size is within. It will expel minor things like sand, twigs, or insects when collapsed. This is a transformation effect, so it does not interfere with dimensional items. Beyond that, having a clean source of water and food is always important, so I would recommend either the everfull flask or the water purification crystal, and either the traveler’s bread pouch or at least a set of woodsman’s biscuits.”

      “Why would you recommend any one of them over the others?” Sella asked, frowning thoughtfully as he placed a number of items on the counter, a flask, a blue crystal on a gold chain, a sturdy leather pouch, and a set of paper-wrapped biscuits.

      “The flask creates water at a slow, steady rate. You could likely sustain two or three individuals off the water it creates without another source of water, but more would risk dehydration. It allows you to go places without water safely,” the enchanter explained gently. “The crystal purifies water, turning even polluted or salt water into something drinkable. It can do this for up to fifty gallons of liquid per day, which means it can support up to fifty people easily but requires a source for the water. The flask is marginally cheaper.”

      Sella nodded, quickly understanding the advantages of each, then looked at the last two objects meaningfully. Daven understood, smiling at her as he gestured to the pouch.

      “The pouch will create enough traveler’s bread each day for a person to sustain themselves and another indefinitely. However, it’s traveler’s bread, among the least appetizing food you can imagine. Conversely, the woodsman’s biscuits are preserved such that they can last for years in their wrapping without going bad and have fragrant herbs that make them a delight to consume, as well as being able to sustain a person for the day. I truly wish that someone would make a pouch that created them instead, but alas, no one has done so yet, and I am not well-versed enough in cooking or alchemy to make them,” Daven said, chuckling softly. “The biscuits are much less expensive, but they are consumables.”

      “Hm… that’s a much harder decision,” Sella murmured, running through calculations as she considered. She had a lot of money, yes, but she didn’t want to spend too much. She needed to save for the future, but if they were going to a desert… she thought the flask would be best. Tadrick had water magic, so he should be able to purify water, and Ruethwyn likely could do the same. The question was more in regards to the tent and the food. “How much are each of them?”

      As she began to bargain with Daven, Sella reflected that she hadn’t even gotten a response from her parents yet. She doubted they could say anything to dissuade her from going on the trip, though. While Sella was nervous about leaving Selwyn again, she was also excited to see the world at Ruethwyn’s side.

      The only question was, would Ruethwyn actually stop running from one of them?
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