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        For my beloved Jessica.

        Thank you for everything.
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      This is a list of characters from The Avatar’s Flames. While not a complete list, this is most of the major characters.

      Alaran Whisperblade – Knight of Selwyn, Sir Alaran attempted a rescue of the survivors of Mellesyn but failed. He is trusted by Averia Selwyn, Queen of Selwyn.

      Anara Inserra – Daughter of Mellesyn’s headman, Anara is a talented dancer and singer, is pretty for an elf, and was kidnapped by Resvarygrath. Ruethwyn had a crush on her, but never confessed.

      Barthel Storm – A noble and fellow student in Ruethwyn’s class, Barthel is the son of an earl and skilled in lightning magic.

      Cora the Blessed – A teacher at Tyrness Academy, Cora is the teacher in charge of the sphere of water and the primary healer in the academy, as well as being a priestess of the Princess.

      Dana Issan – A fellow student, Dana is fairly distant and is Delvin’s twin sister, and is notable for her white hair and black eyes, as well as her skill with light magic.

      Delvin Issan – A fellow student, Delvin is friendly and is Dana’s twin brother, and has black hair and white eyes. He’s skilled with shadow magic.

      Emrick Mara – Teacher of Ruethwyn’s class, Emrick is skilled in most spheres of magic and isn’t as friendly as many teachers, though he has warmed to the class over time. He’s bald, whether that’s through magic or natural is unknown.

      Essryl Demara – Right hand of Resvarygrath, Essryl is one of the Illisyr, also known as dark elves, and has demonic blood that resulted in demonic eyes and a tail. She’s incredibly powerful, but largely is responsible for training the captives. She saved Ruethwyn’s life to see how far Ruethwyn’s determination could take her.

      Hadrian Spellmason – Headmaster of Tyrness Academy, Hadrian is a powerful earth mage and an old fellow student of Sinera’s. He doesn’t interact with most students often.

      Hekara – A fire demon who was summoned into the academy, Hekara is beautiful and vengeful.

      Korima Lightweaver – A rare kitsune, Korima is an enthusiastic and friendly redhead. She’s a classmate of Ruethwyn’s, and loves fire magic, though her talent is with earth magic.

      Leticia – An unassuming redheaded elf, Leticia is one of the longest-serving captives of Resvarygrath and is often the one Essryl delegates tasks to.

      Lissa Nerrine – Formerly a student in Ruethwyn’s class, Lissa is a rare summoner with a spirit-bound dragon elemental. She was abducted by Essryl, and most believe that she ran away from the school since she was quite timid and shy.

      Madeline Rosemeadow – A fellow student, Madeline is a duchess-to-be, and quite arrogant in addition to being beautiful and talented. She possesses a powerful talent for air and earth magic and seems to dislike Ruethwyn for unknown reasons.

      Navaan Daskar – Tadrick’s elder brother, Navaan is working on his Trials of Mastery for graduation and is skilled with air magic. He’s the heir of their earldom and has shown a distant interest in courting Sella.

      Resvarygrath the Gilded – Ruler of the Golden Dominion, Resvarygrath is an immense black dragon with scales that have a gold sheen. He’s arrogant and a powerful mage as well, making him feared by all his neighbors even without his kingdom to back him up.

      Rithara Lightweaver – Korima’s mother, Rithara is a beautiful actress in the Starlight Troupe, and the main draw of the kitsune performers. She’s kind to most, and was rescued from kidnappers by Alaran, Korima, Ruethwyn, Sella, and Tadrick.

      Ruethwyn Sylaris – Daughter of two common magi, Ruethwyn became Sinera’s student early on when she revealed a talent for atavism, which Sinera created. She lost an arm and eye to Resvarygrath’s fire during his attack on Mellesyn and hopes to rescue Anara and the others who were kidnapped.

      Sella Vintas – A fellow student, Sella is a brunette daughter of a common knight of Selwyn. She has a modest talent for all forms of magic, and has an innate mana core, something that grants her far more mana than most students. She’s friends with Korima, Ruethwyn, and Tadrick, and Tadrick seems to have been courting her.

      Sinera Kor – A librarian in Mellesyn, the dark-haired Sinera was once a powerful sorceress, but was cursed by Resvarygrath and had much of her power stripped away. She was killed in the attack on Mellesyn and her body was stolen by the dragon. It was revealed that she once had a friendly relationship with the dragon, but he killed her sister Minerva.

      Tadrick Daskar – A fellow student, Tadrick is Navaan’s younger brother and wants nothing more than to be a mage-knight. The sandy blond is skilled with the sword and has a talent for several spheres but focuses on metal to aid his aspirations. He’s friends with Korima, Sella, and Ruethwyn, but is courting Sella.

      Vrenne Matea – A teacher at Tyrness Academy, Vrenne and Emrick both teach new students, with Vrenne being one of the academy’s noted artificers. She’s much more relaxed than Emrick and teases him a lot.

      Yalline Scorva – A fellow student, the dark-haired Yalline is Madeline’s maid and has a talent for water magic. She long wished to emerge from Madeline’s shadow, though, and when she gained access to Ruethwyn’s notes on atavism, she made the mistake of attempting to use them.

      Zaria – An ice nymph, Zaria is an elemental which Ruethwyn has a contract with.
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      Ruethwyn grew up in Mellesyn, an elven village across the border from the Golden Dominion. As she prepared to confess her feelings to another girl in the village, Ruethwyn’s life is ripped apart as the draconic ruler of the Golden Dominion, Resvarygrath, attacks Mellesyn. Everyone in the village is killed, save for several young maidens who’re kidnapped, including Anara, the girl that Ruethwyn planned to confess to, and Ruethwyn herself. Ruethwyn was crippled in the assault, losing her right eye and arm, and only the assistance of one of Resvarygrath’s allies kept her alive, as the dark elf Essryl found Ruethwyn’s dying attempts to stop her amusing. She was told she had two years to rescue Anara and the others.

      Traveling to the prestigious mage academy of Tyrness, Ruethwyn attempted to continue learning magic. Her magic was almost crippled, and many of her fellow students were dubious of her presence in their class. This was made worse since her injuries couldn’t be healed since Resvarygrath’s flames were cursed. Slowly she made friends with Tadrick, a noble of the realm, Sella, a fellow commoner, and the enthusiastic kitsune Korima. Most of the others grew more intrigued by Ruethwyn’s rare art of atavism, a magical art her teacher had created which allowed the user to summon elementals and learn magic more quickly.

      The situation grew more complicated when Korima’s mother, a famed actress, came to the city and the four attended her troupe’s performance, for Korima’s mother was kidnapped afterward. They barely managed to help a knight find her and stop the kidnappers, which included a priestess of Larimos, an evil demon queen of corruption.

      Ruethwyn learned that there was a possible way to remove the curse in the Frostglades to the north and began preparations to go there after she finished the first-year test. However, over Midwinter Night, Yalline, a fellow student who’d stolen Ruethwyn’s notes on atavism, attempted to summon a fire elemental into herself for greater power. Yalline was instead controlled by the demoness named Hekara, who unleashed a plot to trap the other students in the dormitory and capture them to drag back to her home plane. Ruethwyn and the others fought back and defeated Hekara, driving her back through the demon’s portal and Ruethwyn held the demons back by opening the rift to a realm of ice as well until the teachers could reach them and seal the portal. The act nearly killed Ruethwyn, but she survived the experience.

      And now her story continues.
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      “Ruethwyn and I would have traveled to the capital together if Mellesyn hadn’t been attacked. I’d always heard tales of Tyrness, but I hadn’t had a chance to visit,” Anara said, her voice barely audible through the door. “I wish I had, since I was going to⁠—”

      “Hello, Anara!” Essryl said, opening the door without pause, and the elven woman’s voice cut off as she entered. The Illisyr paused as she looked over to see that Anara had company. “Ah, and Lissa’s here, too. Well, that simplifies matters.”

      The two elven women were looking at Essryl in surprise. Anara was a golden-haired, blue-eyed woman with a willowy, attractive figure, though Essryl knew she wasn’t truly stunning in comparison to the most beautiful elves in larger cities. Lissa was much closer to average, with simple brown hair and eyes, and a figure that wasn’t exceptional. Each were wearing similar clothing, simple gowns that Essryl had provided after they’d been abducted. They flinched at her arrival, with Lissa shrinking back in her chair and Anara straightening as she tried to unfold her legs from where she was sitting on the bed.

      “Mistress Essryl? What are you doing here?” Anara asked, starting to rise, but Essryl waved her back down, grinning at the young woman.

      “No, Anara, don’t stand. This is very much an informal meeting,” Essryl said, amusement and pleasure bubbling through her. The news she’d gotten simply delighted her, and she had to share it with someone who’d appreciate it almost as much as she did.

      “Ah, as you say…” Anara replied doubtfully.

      “I… I guess that means I should leave then,” Lissa said, quickly standing. The young woman froze as Essryl gave her a pointed glance.

      “No, Lissa. Stay,” Essryl said firmly, closing the door behind her and leaning against it as she smiled broadly. The dark elf continued happily, her tail swishing back and forth quickly. “I do believe you’ll find this of interest. I just got some fascinating news about events at Tyrness Academy, and I think you’ll be almost as interested as I am.”

      Both of their eyes lit up at that, and Essryl suppressed a laugh as she saw them exchange looks. Lissa hesitated, then slowly sat again. Anara steadied herself before speaking calmly, her voice unruffled and smoother, the dark elf noted approvingly. “What sort of events are you talking about, Mistress Essryl?”

      “The part of the news which isn’t as good is that Ruethwyn managed to get herself put into the infirmary again, but this time for far better reason,” Essryl explained, and a flicker of worry broke Anara’s mask, but Essryl continued as though she hadn’t seen anything. “See, one of her fellow classmates decided to summon an elemental on Midwinter Night. I’m not certain which student it was just yet, but she inscribed the circle wrong and the elemental escaped.”

      “Yalline.” Lissa’s murmur was soft, but Essryl looked at her and raised an eyebrow.

      “What was that, Lissa?” Essryl asked, tilting her head curiously.

      “Oh, um, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to interrupt,” Lissa said, shrinking back in her chair slightly.

      “I know you didn’t, but it sounded like you had something to add,” Essryl said, looking at her pointedly. “So explain yourself. Now.”

      “Um, it just… just sounded like Yalline. She was really poor with summoning circles and kept transposing symbols,” Lissa said, her voice hesitant. “I just thought it was probably her.”

      “Hmm, well, that would explain things,” Essryl replied, filing the information away. It helped her interpret what the spies reported. After a moment, she continued. “Whether it was her or not, someone summoned a potent fire elemental who corrupted the building wards and tried to rip open a rift to the lower planes. If I know their motives, they were probably planning to kidnap the students and keep them as living mana sources for the next few centuries.”

      “Gods!” Anara gasped, her eyes going wide. “What happened?”

      “I don’t have the full details, of course. Alas, my scrying focus was in Ruethwyn’s room, so I didn’t catch even a glimpse of what happened, but I’m told that some of the students shadow-walked out to get the teachers, and another pair destroyed the building’s keystone to bring down the wards,” Essryl explained in pleasure, smiling broadly. “At the same time, Ruethwyn and some of the others led an assault on the elemental that opened the rift. They managed to drive it back and to hold the rift until the academy teachers could arrive. That’s far better than I expected of her, even if she did push her magic a little too hard.”

      “They… oh, thank goodness… does that mean she has… has a chance to make it here?” Anara asked, leaning forward slightly as her poise broke.

      Lissa let out a breath she’d obviously been holding, the young woman looking relieved.

      “There’s always a chance, Anara. I’d been hoping that she would before, but this? This makes me think that if she does, it’ll be interesting,” Essryl replied, her eyes practically glittering with anticipation. “I’m rather looking forward to it, in fact.”

      It took Essryl a moment to realize that both women were looking at her oddly, and she looked back at them with a raised eyebrow. “What is it?”

      “I suppose it isn’t anything too important, but…” Anara hesitated, looking at Essryl nervously, then continued. “You seem surprisingly fixated on Ruethwyn, Mistress Essryl. In fact, I’d almost say you might have feelings for her, but that just seems ridiculous.”

      “Really? And why would it be ridiculous?” Essryl asked, smiling back at Anara.

      The pair looked absolutely stunned by her response. It took Lissa a moment to ask, “B-But… why? Why would you like her? I mean, you’re a… a dark elf.”

      “And Jacqueline Heartreaver was descended of Clan Anar, yet I couldn’t tell you how many Illisyr have wished that they’d courted her,” Essryl replied, smiling slightly as she added. “The issue is finding someone I think is worthy of my attention… and that’s a much higher bar than merely catching my interest. Have a good evening, girls. I think it’s time for me to go train a bit. If Ruethwyn visits, I want to be sure I’m able to give her a proper welcome.”

      The Illisyr opened the door and left, laughing under her breath at the silence she left in her wake.

      Essryl deeply hoped that Ruethwyn would reach the palace inside her time limit. It would bring something interesting into her life again.
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      “Rue, you’re back!” Sella exclaimed, a smile blossoming on her face as Ruethwyn stepped into the classroom.

      Ruethwyn paused, blinking in surprise at Sella. Her friend had cut her hair, which now barely reached her shoulders, and the bob looked good on her. It didn’t surprise Ruethwyn that Sella wasn’t the only classmate to reach the room before her. Ruethwyn had found it unusually hard to wake up for the past week, even if she was recovering reasonably well from the events over midwinter.

      Dana, Delvin, Sella, and Tadrick were in the classroom, and all of them were looking at her. Ruethwyn smiled slightly as she nodded at the others and replied. “That I am. Unless I’m dreaming of coming back to class, and that would be rather disconcerting.”

      “I imagine it would at that,” Delvin said, the black-haired man smiling broadly, his white eyes glittering with amusement. “Welcome back, Ruethwyn. I didn’t really have a chance to tell you before this, but thanks.”

      “Thanks for what? You and Dana got out on your own,” Rue replied, making her way to her seat in the back corner. She settled into it with a sigh, happy to not be stuck in bed anymore.

      Dana, her eyes and hair the opposite of her twin, shook her head as she spoke. “Ah, but he wouldn’t have thought of it without you saying something. Beyond that, I do appreciate not having to pick my things out of the rubble of the dormitory.”

      “It took quite a bit of damage as it is. Master Vrenne has been griping for the last five days about replacing the keystone,” Tadrick said, looking relaxed as he nodded his greeting to Ruethwyn. “How’re you doing, Rue? We’ve been busy lately, so…”

      “I’m doing… reasonably well. I can’t use magic for a few more days yet, since my mana core is healing more slowly than they expected, but I can at least attend classes and do bookwork,” Ruethwyn replied, mentally reaching into her core, where she could feel the fractures radiating through it. It wasn’t as bad as it’d been immediately after being pulled out of the planar rift, but Cora had warned that it might not ever fully recover.

      “I’m glad you’re back,” Sella said, watching Ruethwyn closely. “Yalline hasn’t been allowed back yet, as Master Mara said he was waiting for you to return to class, and Madeline hasn’t been nearly as nasty, either.”

      “That might have just been because I wasn’t here,” Ruethwyn pointed out, frowning. “Still… we can hope. I didn’t want to disrupt class.”

      That brought a chorus of laughter and derisive snorts, but it was Tadrick who replied. “You? No, it was Yalline who managed that. Gods, if that wasn’t a lesson about not playing with magic you don’t have a full understanding of, I don’t know what is!”

      “Fair, I suppose. She’s lucky she survived,” Ruethwyn said, letting out a soft sigh and closing her eye for a moment. The gods only knew what Yalline had been thinking, to use atavism without the proper protections and summoning a fire demon.

      “Rue!” Korima’s voice was loud and excited, and Ruethwyn opened her eye to see that in the moment it’d taken to react, the auburn-haired kitsune had bounded halfway across the room, and only gave Ruethwyn seconds to brace herself before Korima reached her.

      “Gah!” Ruethwyn gasped out as Korima abruptly hugged her tightly, all but pinning her to the chair of her desk and driving the air from her lungs.

      “You didn’t say you were going to be back today, Rue! Why didn’t you tell me?” Korima demanded, and over her voice, Ruethwyn could hear the others laughing.

      “Can’t… breathe…” Ruethwyn gasped, her arm trapped by the kitsune’s embrace.

      “Korima, if you’d let Ruethwyn go? She just barely returned to class, so I’d appreciate it if you didn’t send her back to the infirmary.” Master Mara’s tone was dry, and Ruethwyn could barely see the bald teacher past Korima’s twitching ears.

      “Oh, sorry!” Korima said, suddenly letting go and allowing Ruethwyn to gulp down a welcome breath of air. “I was just excited to see that Rue was back!”

      “I’m glad to be back, but breathing is nice, too,” Ruethwyn replied, her breathing slowly steadying as she looked at Korima, her emotions a bit out of skew. The memory of Korima kissing her the night after banishing the demon… it confused Ruethwyn, especially with how she felt about Anara. It was something she didn’t want to think about right that moment, but it was hard to dismiss. Much like Korima, as the kitsune was enthusiastic enough that ignoring her would be an exercise in futility.

      Beyond Korima, both Master Mara and the rest of Ruethwyn’s classmates had entered the room. Barthel grinned at Ruethwyn and nodded as he found his seat, while Madeline studiously ignored her, the blonde noblewoman back to her usual attitude. It was a far cry from how disheveled Madeline had been when she was rescued from the demons, as the one glimpse Ruethwyn had seen of her had looked like Madeline had been dunked in a mud pit.

      But most importantly, Ruethwyn could just barely see Yalline almost hovering behind Master Mara. Anxiety was on the brunette’s face, her topaz eyes darting from side to side rather than meeting Ruethwyn’s gaze, and she was wearing a simple white dress.

      “I’m glad to see that you’re back, Ruethwyn. Your actions the other night were impressive, and I’m glad you were able to hold the portal until we arrived,” Master Mara said, smiling at Ruethwyn. “I’m sorry that you were forced to push yourself so far, but it’s greatly appreciated.”

      “Thank you for the kind words, Master Mara, but I simply did what I had to. If I hadn’t, all of us might have suffered a fate worse than death,” Ruethwyn replied, bowing her head slightly.

      “Perhaps so, but since everyone is here, we may as well get started. We’re going to have a slightly unusual lesson today, so everyone but Yalline, take a seat,” Master Mara said firmly, glancing at Yalline.

      “I want to talk more later,” Korima murmured, looking at Ruethwyn for a moment before taking a seat just in front of her, rather than her usual spot on the front row.

      Everyone settled into place as the teacher closed the door, then he looked at the class, Yalline standing by his side nervously. Finally, he spoke, his voice firm. “First off, Yalline will be remaining in the class, albeit on probation for the time being. Before any of you object, realize that she has too much talent and knowledge to allow to remain untrained, and she’s been informed that if she does something so foolish again, she’ll be sent to the Royal Courts for judgement… and as in the case of many rogue, dangerous magi, that very well might result in her death. We expect you to make mistakes when you’re attending the academy, though this particular mistake is likely to be used as an example in classes for decades to come.”

      “Not how I’d like to make a name for myself,” Sella murmured, and Ruethwyn winced at the thought. It wouldn’t do good things for anyone’s reputation, let alone a student. Fortunately, Master Mara continued without allowing questions.

      “I should add that the only reason she’s getting off this lightly is because no one died, and the resulting injuries were relatively minor. Even so, it doesn’t absolve her of responsibility for what happened, and she has something to say to all of you,” Master Mara continued, looking at her as he asked, “Yalline?”

      The young woman looked around the room nervously, then finally spoke, her voice soft and trembling as she did so. “I… I need to apologize to everyone for putting you into danger. I completely underestimated the danger of what I was doing, and my mistakes came far closer to getting everyone killed than I ever had imagined. What I did… I know that nothing can make up for it, but I promise, I’m going to do everything I can to avoid making a mistake like that again.”

      Barthel let out a soft snort, shaking his head, and Ruethwyn thought she heard some of the others whispering among themselves, but she didn’t say anything. She thought that Yalline was being honest, but she also hadn’t realized that the woman was a danger before.

      “Go ahead and take a seat, Yalline,” Master Mara said, smiling thinly as he continued. “And considering this near-disaster, I’ve decided that it’s time to be far blunter about the horrible things that can happen to you if you screw up summoning by the numbers, as well as some of the failures that led to us ceasing experimentation with atavism.”

      Yalline headed for her seat, and Ruethwyn saw Madeline glare at her, causing the young woman to flinch. The sight prompted a hint of pity to well up inside Ruethwyn.

      “What sort of things, Master Mara?” Korima asked, frowning.

      “First off, if you’d been captured by the fire demons, they’d have taken you to their plane, where you’d be enslaved for them to harvest your mana, and possibly to be bred like livestock. Remember, elementals grow more powerful off mana, and you are all magi, so they consider you a ready supply of mana that they can drain as they like,” Master Mara explained, his voice positively frigid. “Your chances of being rescued or escaping would be minimal at best, and planes like that are quite hostile to us. An early death would be your most likely release. And death is what likely would’ve happened if Yalline hadn’t screwed up the contract, then used the second stage of atavism.”

      “What’s that? Are you talking about the strange ice form Rue used?” Tadrick asked, looking over at Ruethwyn curiously. “I wondered about it, but we didn’t have time to discuss it at the time.”

      “Ruethwyn, would you care to explain what it is?” Master Mara asked, frowning. “I know some of the results, but I don’t have your direct knowledge of atavism.”

      “Of course, Master Mara,” Ruethwyn said, letting out a breath and considering for a moment before beginning her explanation. “That stage, which my teacher named the avatar state, is when elemental and summoner merge, mind and body both. My body becomes partially composed of elemental substance, and our thoughts become one. It allows our magic to become one and the same, and for the elemental to wield nearly their full power through me. My body couldn’t handle that much power, though, so Zaria was holding back a portion of her strength. The elemental we faced was about as powerful as Zaria, possibly a little weaker.”

      “Indeed. The issue is, if you don’t have the right talent and can’t use the magic correctly, there are rather catastrophic consequences to using atavism. Headmaster Spellmason told me about one of his classmates who persisted in using it, despite Sinera’s concerns at the time,” Master Mara said, his voice grim. “She had a contract with an air elemental and attempted the avatar state. The merging process didn’t protect her from the elemental’s nature, and the resulting energy caused her body to rip apart, leaving only her bones intact.”

      “Guardian preserve!” Sella exclaimed, putting her hands over her mouth and looking slightly green.

      “Indeed. And those are simply some of the possible disasters which could befall you,” Master Mara said, and grinned as he continued. “Today we’re going to go over the last hundred fatal accidents that came of summoning by academy students or graduates. I hope you aren’t too squeamish.”

      Ruethwyn winced and sat back in her chair. While she wasn’t certain she wanted to hear about so many disasters, she supposed it was good to teach some of the others caution. And herself, for that matter.
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      “Hey, Rue? Do you have a second?” Tadrick asked, and Ruethwyn paused by the steps leading to her room. She stepped aside just in case someone was behind her, then turned to look at her friend. Ruethwyn wished that she could maintain an avatar state constantly, since she’d regained her missing eye and arm when she merged with Zaria, but that wasn’t going to happen with her mana core, even if she had possessed enough mana to pull it off. Which she didn’t, sadly.

      It turned out that it was good she’d stepped aside, as a maid carrying a basket of folded laundry was just behind Ruethwyn. Letting the maid pass, Ruethwyn smiled at her and the woman smiled in return. The maids and other servants had been much friendlier over the last week, Ruethwyn had noticed. Once the woman had passed, Ruethwyn turned her attention to Tadrick a few paces behind her.

      “Yes, I do. I was just going to study for a bit, but it isn’t too important. What do you need?” Ruethwyn told him, tilting her head curiously.

      “Great! It’s just, Sella reminded me that we never did get the chance to go out to dinner for midwinter, and I wanted to ask you if you were still interested. Korima and Sella are planning to come with, and Navaan agreed too, so…” Tadrick let his voice trail off as he looked at Ruethwyn expectantly.

      “I see. In all honesty, you aren’t the only one who forgot about it. After the excitement of the planar rift, I’d completely forgotten about our plans until now,” Ruethwyn replied, shaking her head and smiling slightly. “Still, it does sound like a good idea to me. When were you thinking to go out?”

      “Either tonight or tomorrow. Preferably tonight, but I didn’t want to put you on the spot. You just got out of the infirmary, after all,” Tadrick said, quickly adding, “Though if we wanted to push it back to sometime next week, we can do that too. I’m not sure how good of shape you’re in.”

      “It’s my mana core that was injured, Tadrick. Most of the physical damage was minor, and quite simple for Master Cora to heal,” Ruethwyn said dryly, smiling in amusement at him. “The main reason they held onto me was simple. They didn’t want my mana core to destabilize. We can go tonight, since I don’t think we have any assignments that are problematic.”

      “Nope, that seems fairly accurate to me, and—” Tadrick began, then abruptly stopped as Master Vrenne came up the stairs, an expression of annoyance on the teacher’s face. The woman’s gaze settled on Ruethwyn, and she spoke quickly.

      “Ruethwyn, do you have any wards on your room, or do they belong to someone else?” The teacher asked impatiently.

      “I did put up some wards some time ago, Master Vrenne,” Ruethwyn replied, slightly taken aback. “I’ve been considering how to modify them as well, since my notes were stolen.”

      “Good, then I don’t have to find someone else. While your wards would normally be fine, right now they’re interfering with the new keystone,” The teacher explained briskly. “I need you to deactivate your wards until I can get the dormitory wards fully set up. It might take a few days, but the dormitory should be fine in the meantime since the headmaster set up a large number of defenses.”

      “I’d love to, Master Vrenne, but I’m afraid I can’t deactivate them at the moment,” Ruethwyn replied uncomfortably, shifting slightly in place due to embarrassment.

      “You can’t—oh! Of course, you can’t wield your magic right now.” Vrenne looked embarrassed as she realized what Ruethwyn was saying, which helped Ruethwyn relax slightly. “I should’ve remembered that, but when I get working hard on a project, I tend to get tunnel vision. Is there someone you trust enough to help disable your wards, though?”

      “Well, I am going to have to revise them, so I suppose it isn’t a big deal if I show someone how to shut them down.” Ruethwyn hesitated, then looked at Tadrick. “Would you mind helping out? I’d rather Master Vrenne was able to get the wards up quickly.”

      “Sure, I can do that,” Tadrick said, his eyes brightening as he pushed away from the wall. “We haven’t gotten to wards yet, so it’ll be interesting to see how they’re set up.”

      “If you’d had more destructive magic, you could’ve gone with Barthel and Korima. They got to see a truly complex set of wards,” Ruethwyn said, smiling.

      “They also made a complete mess of the keystone,” Vrenne added, shaking her head. “Weeks of work, and it was destroyed in minutes.”

      “We’ll get the wards down shortly, Master Vrenne,” Ruethwyn promised, turning to the stairs.

      As she started climbing, Ruethwyn heard the teacher call after her. “Good. I’ll go down and get started, then. I want this building properly warded as soon as possible.”

      Ruethwyn was halfway up the stairs when Tadrick spoke from close behind her. “Hey, Rue? If she said that it’s weeks of work… well, it’s only been just over a week since the old keystone was destroyed. How could she already have one to replace it?”

      “That’s an excellent question. I have a couple of guesses, but they’re just guesses,” Ruethwyn replied, her mind flitting through possibilities before settling on the one which made the most sense to her.

      “What’re those?” Tadrick asked curiously.

      They reached Ruethwyn’s floor, and she fished out her key to unlock it as she glanced back at Tadrick, explaining. “The one I think is most likely is that the school makes ward keystones for the military and nobility across the country, and that they standardize the size and basic functions. If they have that, it probably would take relatively little time or effort to add more specific features afterward, like setting it to the size of the building to be warded and the like. They might even keep a few in storage in case they need to replace one in a border fort or the like.”

      “Hmm… that does seem like a good idea, and it’d make sense based on the little we’ve been taught about artificing,” Tadrick agreed, his tone thoughtful.

      Opening the door to her room, Ruethwyn headed directly for her wardrobe. The room was cleaner than it had been, but she also didn’t think it was that important. It wasn’t as though she had to impress Tadrick.

      “Huh. Your room is a bit smaller than I expected, Rue,” Tadrick said, and she glanced back to see him looking around curiously, closing the door behind him.

      “You’ve seen it plenty of times from outside the door,” Ruethwyn retorted, pulling open the wardrobe and reaching into the back to pull out a small box. It was heavier than it looked, but that was to be expected since it didn’t contain what it listed on the outside.

      “Yes, but that was more glimpses from outside. My room is twice this size, if not more!” Tadrick explained, then paused and asked dubiously, “Rue… isn’t that a shoe polish box?”

      Ruethwyn grinned in return, setting it on her desk as she nodded. “It is. I figured that if anyone was looking for my wardstone, they’d look just about anywhere else. I’ll have to find a new spot to hide a new one, but I doubt most people would find it quickly.”

      “I suppose that’s true. I wouldn’t have thought to look there, that’s for sure,” Tadrick replied, amusement on his face.

      Ruethwyn opened the box to reveal a stone cube, the marble piece slightly longer than it was wide, and its surface bearing numerous carved runes. It wasn’t terribly impressive, Ruethwyn knew, not when compared to other wardstones, but it was hers. Her hand ached slightly when she thought about trying to replace it, with as hard as carving stone was. It was too bad that most wards didn’t work well when traveling, though. They had to be tuned to an individual area, which simply didn’t make it worth the effort most of the time.

      “Oh, that’s neat. I haven’t seen a wardstone this small before,” Tadrick said, stepping closer to look at it.

      “It only has to ward this room, so it didn’t need to be very big. I could have gone with something a bit smaller, but I didn’t trust myself to carve runes on something like that,” Ruethwyn replied, shrugging slightly. “It probably could ward most of the floor, if I’d designed it for that.”

      “Fair. So, how do I go about deactivating it?” Tadrick asked, frowning as he said, “It won’t blow up in my face, will it?”

      “Not if you follow my instructions, and even if you don’t you’d have to mess up at everything to do that,” Ruethwyn told him, smiling gently. She set a finger on one rune and explained. “Insert mana here, just a thread, though more doesn’t matter. You’d just be charging it, really. Then, follow the flow of the runes this way.”

      Ruethwyn traced her finger along one set of runes, a string of eight. Pulling her finger away at the end, she continued. “Along the way, you’ll feel a… a knot of mana. Once you find it, cut the mana flow to the wardstone, and it’ll deactivate. The knot is located randomly to make it a bit harder to find, so I can’t tell you where it’ll show up, but it isn’t hard to deactivate.”

      “Yeah, that doesn’t sound too bad. It not being very dangerous also helps,” Tadrick said thoughtfully. “What if I miss the knot?”

      “If you do, just go to the end of the line or you’ll get a minor amount of backlash. As long as you do that, you can start again. Otherwise, it’ll make your mana harder to control for a minute or two,” Ruethwyn told him approvingly.

      “Seems simple enough. Let’s give this a shot… right here?” Tadrick asked, laying his finger on the right rune.

      “That’s correct,” Ruethwyn confirmed.

      Smiling, Tadrick concentrated on the wardstone and began running his finger along the line of runes she’d shown him. In his finger’s wake, the runes lit up with a pale white light, showing that he’d inserted mana into it. About halfway done, he stopped and pulled his finger away. As he did so, the light in the stone flared and died, and Ruethwyn felt the faint, almost imperceptible, sensation of the wards around her die.

      “Did that do it?” Tadrick asked, looking around uncertainly. “I didn’t get any backlash, but…”

      “You deactivated it correctly,” Ruethwyn assured him, putting the lid back on the box. “Good job, Tadrick.”

      “It wasn’t exactly hard, you know,” Tadrick replied, his eyes brightening. “But hey, that means the wards will be back soon, right? I’m going to sleep better once they’re in place again.”

      “You certainly aren’t the only one. I’ll be happier once I can use magic, myself. I keep on starting to use it, then having to stop myself,” Ruethwyn said, sliding the box to the back of her desk. “Just a few more days for that, likely as not.”

      “That’s terrible. Still, at least you have good company, right?” Tadrick asked, grinning at her.

      “Fair, fair… now get out of the room, hmm? I need to get some studying in before we go to that dinner,” Ruethwyn told him, keeping her tone teasing to ensure he didn’t take her comment wrong.

      “Alright. I’ll let you know once we’ve settled on a time. Good luck with the studying, Rue,” Tadrick said, heading for the door with a slight bounce to his step.

      “Thanks,” Ruethwyn replied, turning away and slipping into her chair.

      She debated for a moment, then pulled out her book on shields. None of the shields she’d made so far had quite satisfied her, and she wanted something that would stand a better chance against a dragon’s breath. Ruethwyn might be hoping in vain, but she was mildly optimistic that she might be able to find something to help.
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      “Navaan went to get a carriage, since the weather is so unpleasant,” Tadrick explained, his coat buttoned up as they waited in the academy’s foyer. “I think he’ll be here soon, but I can’t be certain.”

      “He went to get it? I would’ve thought he’d just send a messenger or something,” Korima said, looking outside and shivering. “It’s cold out there.”

      “It is, but Father and Mother came to town when they heard about what happened over midwinter. Since they’re here, Father roped Navaan into helping with making decisions about some of the edicts and other management back home,” Tadrick said, grinning. “I think he insisted on going out as a distraction, but I’m not entirely sure about that.”

      “I can’t say as I blame him, if he’s having to deal with helping manage the earldom. I’ve done a little to help my father with Waterstone, and it’s pretty complicated even with a small town,” Sella said, pulling her coat a little closer.

      “I can only imagine,” Ruethwyn murmured, standing halfway into an alcove. It kept anyone from running into her from her blind side, as well as making it easier to see the others.

      “Well, it isn’t like I haven’t made my opinion of inheriting known,” Tadrick said dryly, grinning at them. “Father considered petitioning Her Majesty to grant me a barony inside the earldom, but I protested loudly. Hopefully I can keep it up. If anything, a knighthood would be enough for me.”

      “Is this one of those things associated with you wanting to be a mage-knight?” Sella asked suspiciously, her eyes narrowing. “I mean… my father has often said that he regrets his title only being a life title. It means that there’s no security for me or any other children my parents might have.”

      “Um, well…” Tadrick paused, looking slightly taken aback and confused. Ruethwyn held back a smile and caught Korima looking at her in amusement. The luxury of being able to refuse the offer of becoming a baron was a touch mind-boggling to Ruethwyn. After a moment, Tadrick spoke, a hint of relief in his voice. “Oh good, there’s the carriage!”

      The change of subject was a bit of a surprise, but Ruethwyn followed his gaze to see a carriage coming down the small road into the academy. The carriage was modestly elaborate, it’s body smoothly contoured and with green paint and brass fittings, and was pulled by a pair of horses as it moved on large, spoked wheels. The driver looked surprisingly comfortable, and Ruethwyn’s eye narrowed as she saw a shimmering bubble of sorts around the man. Likely a spell to keep him warm, she realized, which wasn’t a bad idea in the weather. It was why she was wearing her enchanted dress, after all.

      The carriage pulled up in front of the doors, allowing them to see the heraldry emblazoned on the door, an image of a hawk holding a branch with cherry blossoms. Navaan Daskar opened the door, the older student looking almost immaculate in his blue robes, with his brown hair brushed back and down to the middle of his back as he looked down at them.

      “Hello, everyone! Come in, come in… it’s time to go relax, thank all the gods,” Navaan said quickly, startling Ruethwyn with his enthusiasm. She wasn’t the only one surprised, either.

      “What’s going on? You’re usually more reserved than this,” Tadrick asked, climbing up into the carriage and offering Sella a hand to help her inside.

      Korima quickly climbed the steps, ignoring Navaan’s offered hand, then offered one to Ruethwyn with a grin, saying, “Come on, Rue, it’s time to go!”

      “Thank you,” Ruethwyn replied, feeling slightly awkward. The kiss Korima had given her in the infirmary on Midwinter Night flashed through her head, and Ruethwyn found herself unsure of what to do, even though she took the kitsune’s hand.

      As Ruethwyn took a seat opposite Navaan and Tadrick, with Sella taking the far seat on the same side, Navaan replied to Tadrick’s question. “Oh, Father just decided to spring a nasty surprise on me. Apparently, some noble from Kalpher, who I’m not going to name, decided that she had to have cherries, strawberries, and other fruits from Daskar. She was so insistent that she sent a full-fledged ambassador to meet us, along with two wagons with preservation enchantments!”

      “What? It’s the middle of winter, though!” Tadrick protested. “I mean, we have a few greenhouses enchanted to produce some fruit back home, but that’s barely enough to keep up with the orders here in the capital.”

      “I know!” Navaan agreed vehemently as the carriage started moving, rattling across the cobblestones. “Father decided that it was a good test for me, though, and dumped the problem into my lap. A foreign dignitary that’s been on relatively good terms with Selwyn requesting something that most people would consider ridiculous… it’s a right mess, I’ll tell you that much.”

      “You have fruit in a greenhouse?” Sella asked, frowning. “Aren’t those the glass houses that people grow plants in, sometimes?”

      “I hadn’t heard of those…” Korima murmured.

      Ruethwyn smiled and whispered back. “I have, but only vaguely.”

      “Yes, though it tends not to be as good as most fruit grown in season. That’s why the Daskar family has spent centuries perfecting spells to try to keep the environment within the greenhouses as close to natural as we can. We produce the best fruit during the winter within a few hundred miles,” Navaan explained to Sella, smiling broadly.

      “Ah, the best regional fruit within a few hundred miles. You can get some of them in the coastal regions, so our family focused on cherries and other fruits that don’t grow quite as well there,” Tadrick corrected. “Although cherries do grow decently elsewhere, they’re part of the family emblem so we can’t exactly give them up.”

      “True enough. It’s interesting to hear what your family business is, though,” Ruethwyn said, a bit intrigued. “Since I’m from the opposite end of the country, I don’t know much about it. Not that I imagine I’d have heard much anyway… Mellesyn was too small to afford anything you might have sold.”

      “Fair point,” Tadrick began, and at the same time, Navaan spoke.

      “Huh, well—” Navaan stopped, looking at his brother.

      As a bump jostled the carriage, sending Ruethwyn almost sprawling into Korima’s shoulder, Tadrick smiled. “Go ahead and explain. You’re the one inheriting, after all.”

      Ruethwyn pulled away from Korima with an apologetic smile, wishing she was on the other side of the carriage where Sella was sitting so she could see outside more easily. It wouldn’t give as good of a view of the others, but it would’ve been nice. Korima just smiled in return, her expression reassuring.

      “Right, well… Daskar is in a more fertile part of the kingdom, and a few nearby nodes of fire and nature magic help extend the growing season slightly more than that of most of the country. Our ancestors realized it was excellent for crops and built enchanted towers that extended the benefits of the nodes even further,” Navaan explained, though Ruethwyn noticed that he was mostly looking at Korima and Sella rather than her. “The king and queen of the time took notice of the work they’d put in and decided to grant an earldom to the family. If you look at a map, our lands are slightly oddly shaped, but that’s because it followed the old border of where the enchantments extended. It’s an enormous part of Daskar’s economy, so we’ve focused on expanding on it as much as possible over the years.”

      “Interesting. So, is that why you’ve focused on air magic?” Ruethwyn asked as Korima stretched next to her. “If you were to modify the weather a bit, you might be able to help with growth, I’d think. I’m no expert, mind you, but I picked up a few things about wild herbs from my mother.”

      A hand dropping onto her right shoulder startled Ruethwyn, and at the weight of an arm along her shoulders she glanced over to see that Korima had casually wrapped her arm around Ruethwyn and smiled slightly at her.

      “Interesting as this is, I have to ask where we’re going?” Korima interrupted, glancing over at Navaan as she continued. “Tad said that you were choosing, Navaan, so I’ve been curious ever since.”

      “Oh, well… I thought that Ivy Vines would be a good place to relax after the day I had,” Navaan said, looking like it took him a moment to refocus.

      “Ivy Vines? That’s a bit more impressive than I was expecting,” Tadrick said, looking at Navaan skeptically as he added, “More expensive, too.”

      “It isn’t that expensive, especially not after the deal I struck earlier,” Navaan retorted. “I deserve a chance to relax, and Father agreed with my choice. It’s a fine place.”

      “Hmm… what type of place is Ivy Vines? I hope it isn’t too upscale…” Sella asked, her voice growing a bit nervous.

      “No, no, don’t worry about that, Sella. Ivy Vines is…” Tadrick paused, frowning for a moment, then finally continued. “Think of it as a really exclusive pub for the upper class. It’s where a lot of nobles and merchants go when they want to relax, eat good food, and generally not have to worry about appearances. The prices are expensive for their discretion, so I’ve only been there a few times myself.”

      “Do they have any good meat dishes? I’ve noticed that a lot of elven restaurants tend toward vegetables and the like more, so that’s important,” Korima asked, licking her lips.

      “More than most,” Navaan said, smiling as he added, “I think we’re about to stop, so you’ll be able to see for yourself soon enough.”

      Ruethwyn had been debating what to do about the arm around her shoulders, but after a moment, she leaned in and murmured to Korima, “You know… I think we need to talk later. Not tonight, but soon.”

      “That does seem like a good idea,” Korima replied softly, her eyes glittering with mirth.

      Turning her head away, Ruethwyn paused as she saw they were coming up on a building as the carriage slowed.

      Sella spoke first, sounding stunned. “Well, I guess the name suits the building. How much work did that take to build?”

      The building was strange, Ruethwyn had to admit. The roof was made of ceramic tiles, from what she could see of them, though the snow obscured most of the green tiles. The walls, though, were made up of what looked like tens of thousands of interwoven vines, ivy leaves scattered across the surface of the moderately sized structure, which was composed of two floors. The truly strange thing was that all the leaves and vines were made of wood, which would be a staggeringly complex project to carve.

      If one were to carve it, at least, Ruethwyn realized, and a stab of guilt lanced through her as she remembered Anara and felt Korima’s arm over her shoulder. She glanced at Korima, almost saying something, but stopping as she saw how raptly the kitsune was staring at the building.

      “It’s beautiful,” Korima breathed out.

      “Let me guess, a woodsinger?” Ruethwyn asked, looking at Navaan and Tadrick, both of whom looked at her in surprise.

      “How did you know?” Tadrick asked, looking taken aback. “It took someone telling me before I realized that it was a woodsinger. They’re so rare that not many people consider that possibility.”

      “I’m not close enough to look at it properly, but the two possibilities I saw were either a druid or nature mage, or a woodsinger. A project like that with normal carvings… while possible, I just didn’t see it happening, even for an expensive restaurant,” Ruethwyn explained, then hesitated before admitting softly, “One of the girls who was kidnapped in Mellesyn… she had the talent, too.”

      “Ah, I see. It means you had more experience with woodsingers than most people, then,” Navaan said, his eyes lighting up with understanding.

      “Woodsingers? Aren’t those the elves who can shape wood with just their voice and a thought?” Korima asked curiously.

      “Actually, some humans have been known to possess the talent as well, but yes,” Tadrick confirmed.

      “Hardly a thought, actually. Anara… she took a lot of time and work learning to control it,” Ruethwyn corrected quietly. “Still, there’s nothing to be done about it. Shall we go in?”

      “Oh, of course,” Navaan replied, opening the door and stepping down from the carriage.

      Ruethwyn began to stand, but before she could, Korima bounced to her feet and darted down, grinning as she quickly turned and offered a hand to Ruethwyn.

      “I don’t need that much help, Korima,” Ruethwyn said, holding onto the side of the door as she stepped down, then taking Korima’s hand for the last step to the ground.

      “Maybe, maybe not,” Korima replied, a smile flickering over her lips again as Tadrick followed and helped Sella out of the carriage.

      Navaan turned to the driver and spoke softly, but Ruethwyn could just hear his words. “Go ahead and find yourself a warm meal and food, would you? I expect we’ll be an hour, possibly a bit more, so you’ve that time to yourself.”

      “Thank you kindly, sir,” the man replied quietly. “It’s a mite bit brisk out here.”

      Navaan turned back to them and smiled, nodding toward the man by the restaurant’s doors as he said, “We’d best get going before they take the table I reserved, hm?”

      Ruethwyn smiled slightly, following him, with Korima by her side. Tadrick and Sella slipped ahead of them, and as they did, Ruethwyn slowed down and glanced at Korima before asking, quiet enough she hoped the two in front of her wouldn’t hear anything. “So, what’s with the sudden… emphasis on things, Korima? I know I said we needed to talk, but this is a little weird.”

      “It’s partly to ward off Navaan’s advances. Hopefully Sella won’t get overwhelmed, but Navaan is too polite to try to flirt with me much if he thinks I’m with someone else.” Korima’s reply was just as quiet, but amused. “Sella and Tadrick, on the other hand… sibling rivalries. They can be amusing.”

      “You’re… alright, I suppose. Just don’t overdo it, please? You’re confusing me,” Ruethwyn said, letting out a soft sigh of frustration.

      “I’ll try. Let’s get moving, though… I’m curious what sort of food someplace nobles relax in has,” Korima said eagerly.

      Ruethwyn followed along obediently as the guard opened the door for Navaan and the others, feeling entirely confused and a bit off balance. She wasn’t sure how she felt, but it wasn’t bad at least.
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      “Alright, that’s enough practice for the day,” Essryl said firmly, looking between the elven trainees impassively. She didn’t think that all the former residents of Mellesyn were putting enough effort into learning to use their instruments, but it wasn’t her concern anymore. If they weren’t going to cooperate at this point, it would be their own fault when their actions backfired horribly.

      Vella pulled away from the piano, flexing her fingers and frowning at them, and drawing Essryl’s attention in doing so. Essryl debated for a moment, then asked, “Is something wrong, Vella?”

      “I’m not certain, Mistress Essryl,” Vella replied, the brunette’s voice slightly hesitant. “There’s some tingling in my hand and wrist when I’ve been writing or playing music a lot, and I’m not sure why. It’s annoying, but not much more than that.”

      “Ah, I’m fairly certain I know what that is. I’m glad you mentioned it early on,” Essryl said, instantly recognizing the symptoms. “If it’s the condition I’m thinking of, you’ll eventually have trouble writing or playing music, and you’ll end up in pain as well. I could be wrong, but I can easily check to see if it’s what I’m thinking of and fix it if so.”

      “I… that would be appreciated, Mistress Essryl,” Vella replied, standing and approaching the Illisyr nervously.

      As the woman came closer, the others each put away their own instruments, ranging from a violin and flute to a full-sized harp. The only one without an instrument was Anara, who tended to sing, though Essryl had already realized that the young woman was pretending to be less skilled than she truly was.

      “Extend your hands, wrists up,” Essryl ordered, and Vella quickly followed the directions, revealing wrists that looked slightly swollen to Essryl.

      Murmuring a spell, Essryl traced a rune on one of Vella’s wrists, then the other, and half-closed her eyes to sense what the spell was detecting. Much as Essryl had expected, there was pressure on the nerves flowing through Vella’s wrists, but that was something which she could fix easily.

      Opening her eyes, Essryl nodded in satisfaction as the spell faded, explaining, “I was correct about the problem and it’s easy to fix, should you desire me to do so, Vella. It won’t take more than a few moments.”

      “Um, of course, Mistress Essryl, I’d like that,” Vella replied, looking a little conflicted.

      Essryl ignored the woman’s trepidation, instead preparing the new spell she needed. It wasn’t one she needed often, but it was common enough that she didn’t even need to take the time to decide how to fix the problem. After a moment, she murmured the incantation softly, one hand making the gestures to shape the magic, and bright red runes flashed into existence, wrapping around Vella’s wrists. Slowly, they sank into her skin, vanishing as they did so, and Essryl sensed the magic subtly changing Vella’s body to fix the problem. She imagined that the slight pain that the woman had was vanishing, but wasn’t going to assume that it was. As the magic faded, Essryl looked up at Vella curiously.

      “That should do it. How does it feel, Vella?” Essryl asked.

      “The tingling is gone, and my wrists feel a little different,” Vella said, blinking as she flexed her fingers again. “I think it’s easier to move my fingers, but I’m not sure.”

      “The problem was that the part of your body which controls your fingers and sensations runs through your wrists. In some cases, your body swells and puts pressure on it, which causes pain, numbness, and some other more dangerous effects eventually,” Essryl explained, tapping her own wrists. “Some people are more vulnerable to such than others, but it’s common enough in the end. I simply have a spell which can fix most of the problems and make it far less likely to occur in the future.”

      “Ah, thank you, Mistress Essryl,” Vella said, blinking in faint confusion, but Essryl suspected she’d understood enough of the explanation to suffice. It wasn’t as though she needed to know more than that.

      “If any of you have similar issues, I can help with them as well. If you don’t, it’s only—” Essryl began, looking around at the others, but at that moment, one of her wards sent out an abrupt warning from a downstairs entrance. The warning was silent, but Essryl didn’t hesitate. That particular ward only activated when one of the women in her charge called for help.

      With a thought and surge of mana, Essryl crossed the boundaries between worlds, flickering into the shadow plane. The huge red sun was overhead, sending wavering shadows across the landscape of blackened spires and dark sand beneath Essryl’s feet as she darted forward, latent magic amplifying her speed as one of her spells flickered fully to life. No monsters dared approach the realm of the shadow plane around Resvarygrath’s palace anymore, and that was good since she didn’t have time for them. Reaching the appropriate spot, Essryl willed herself to return, refusing to let herself feel anything just yet. There’d be time for that once she knew what had happened.

      As she snapped into existence again, Essryl heard a man’s voice from near the door, his voice angry. “—just wanted a little fun and you dared to hit me, you little tart?”

      Essryl was in the hall connecting the interior of the palace’s west wing to the courtyard, and her lips thinned slightly as she caught sight of her charge, as well as the speaker. As she did so, the embers of anger she’d been suppressing in the back of her mind flared to life.

      Leticia was a beautiful elven woman, and was one of the servants who’d lasted the longest as Resvarygrath’s captive. Her poise was generally perfect, her appearance immaculate, and she was an excellent assistant, one which Essryl had a modicum of affection for. Which was why seeing Leticia bleeding from the edge of her mouth and with her hair disheveled was… upsetting.

      The man who had Leticia by the arm as she struggled to get away was average in height, but his build was powerful. Unlike the last time someone had decided to assault one of Essryl’s charges, this time he was elven. Not that it surprised her, as the time before that it’d been an elven woman who trespassed. The biggest problem was that he was in the garb of one of the Shadowguard, and that was what truly incensed her. The man should know better.

      “Let go of me! I don’t like you, and I’m not some prostitute. Help!” Leticia called out, obviously not having given up. That was to be expected, since she’d been around for several of the previous incidents.

      “Who’s going to help you? You’re nothing more than a worthless, if pretty, servant,” the man snarled, not having seen Essryl appear in the shadows yet. Essryl unsheathed a dagger calmly, her rage growing ever stronger at his disrespect. No one touched her girls when they didn’t wish it, save for Resvarygrath himself.

      “I am,” Essryl said, her voice as calm as she could manage as she stepped forward, but as she did so she channeled mana into her holy symbol and felt the symbol of the Dowager flash with light. Brilliant white flames enveloped the dagger as she swung it faster than the man could react.

      The blade cut through the man’s wrist like it was made of soft cheese, and he belatedly recoiled, leaving his hand still holding onto Leticia’s arm as the stump smoked, the scent of burning flesh suddenly filling the room.

      “Agh, my hand!” the man screamed, staggering back and turning toward Essryl in shock. “Who the hell are you? How dare you… you…”

      “It was your hand. Now? Now it’s nothing more than a worthless chunk of meat. Much like you,” Essryl said, reaching out to yank the hand off Leticia and tossing it aside. She saw the relief in Leticia’s eyes, but Essryl didn’t focus on her charge just yet, turning to the man and smiling thinly. “As to me… you must be a new recruit. Everyone else knows who I am. And all of them know that no one, no one, is allowed to touch the girls. I suppose you’ll serve as an example.”

      “What are you talking about? She’s just some common elven slave, isn’t she? How dare you…” The man growled, staring at the smoking stump of his hand, then drew his dagger and roared. “I’m going to kill you for that!”

      He must be going into shock, Essryl thought, considering how unfocused the man was. He certainly wasn’t going to put up nearly as much of a fight as he thought he was. Regardless, she wasn’t going to let him continue in the hallway. No, an example had to be made of him and that meant doing this publicly.

      “Imbecile. I’ll heal you shortly, Leticia… I have trash I need to take out,” Essryl said as the man charged at her.

      Essryl sidestepped the dagger and kicked the man in the chest, sending him staggering back toward the door into the courtyard, and Leticia replied softly. “Of course, Mistress Essryl. Thank you.”

      “It’s my duty and my pleasure,” Essryl replied, flashing forward as she gave the idiot another kick to send him sprawling outside.

      Something of a crowd had formed, Essryl noted in approval. It’d make this easier, and from the way several faces paled, it looked like at least some of the soldiers had an idea of what was coming.

      “You…” the man gasped, climbing to his feet, his nose bleeding.

      “I am Essryl Demara. I’ve been tasked with protecting Lord Resvarygrath’s prizes from any who would touch them. You made the mistake of harming one of them,” Essryl said, her voice echoing through the courtyard. “I must say, you’ve also made me angry. That being the case, may the Dowager have mercy upon you, because I will have none.”

      “Hells,” one of the nearby soldiers said, and Essryl saw confusion wash over her victim’s face, then worry.

      Unfortunately for him, it was far too late for regrets.
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        * * *

      

      “There you go, Leticia… is there anything else that hurts?” Essryl asked, pulling her hand away from the woman’s cheek gently as she saw the swelling and other damage from being struck had vanished.

      “No, Mistress Essryl. That’s the last of them,” Leticia said, looking relieved as she took a deep breath.

      “Good. When I detected that someone had called for help, I worried that I might be a touch too late. I would’ve thought the last example would have warned the idiots away for longer,” Essryl said, scowling as she thought about the incident. “It’s… upsetting.”

      “The new recruits have been undergoing harsher training, and the newest batch arrived yesterday. I’m not certain, but I suppose it’s possible that they weren’t warned away from us,” Leticia said, frowning as she admitted, “That’s just speculation, though, Mistress Essryl.”

      “Of course it is, but speculation that I’d believe,” Essryl replied, annoyance rushing through her. “I’m going to have to have words with Captain Gardner. I’m not going to have—ah, there he is. Good, I don’t have to track him down.”

      Captain Gardner had stepped into the hallway, a deep scowl on his face. His beard wasn’t trimmed as well as normal, so Essryl suspected he’d been woken early due to her demonstration. Regardless, he was in full armor, save for a helm, and he had his sword, so he might be making the mistake of thinking he had a chance against her.

      “Essryl! What’s the meaning of all this?” Martin Gardner demanded angrily.

      “One of your new recruits decided that he wanted to bed Leticia and wasn’t willing to take no for an answer. I just finished healing her, I’ll have you know,” Essryl replied, her tone conversational. “As for him… I dealt with him appropriately.”

      “Appropriately? You tortured him, crippled him, then cut him to pieces and put them onto stakes in front of the doors!” The captain retorted, gesturing back toward the courtyard. “My new recruits are in an uproar, and even the ones who’ve been here for a while are disturbed by what you did! This is going too far, Essryl!”

      “Going too far? You think that is going too far?” Essryl demanded, turning to glare at him in return. “I made a point, Captain. Less than two years has passed since I had to make an example of someone, and yet one of your recruits harmed one of the women under my protection. I wanted to make a point that would last a decade or more. If I was trying to be cruel, I would’ve left him alive, blind, and wheezing for hours on the end of a stake, and utterly irrecoverable by your healers. Instead, I put him out of his misery far more quickly than that.”

      “Even so—” the captain began, but Essryl cut him off.

      “No. I answer to one person, and one person alone below the gods themselves. I serve Lord Resvarygrath, and he directed me to protect Leticia and the others,” Essryl said, her voice flat. “I was there when he warned you to tell your men that the captives shouldn’t be sullied by the touch of your soldiers, but perhaps he was a bit unclear at the time. His directive doesn’t just apply to the captives from Mellesyn, Captain Gardner. It applies to all the women wearing these gold collars. Now, would you rather I left it to him to render judgement for what has happened? Because I do recall he directed you to train your men better.”

      Essryl could see the man hesitate and felt the vaguest sense of satisfaction at his obvious fear of Resvarygrath’s anger. After a few moments, he took a deep breath and shook his head. “No, that won’t be necessary. May I at least have the man’s remains taken down and properly buried? What happened to him is hell on morale as it is, let alone how you left him.”

      “You may, on a single condition,” Essryl said.

      “What’s that?” Captain Gardner asked warily.

      Essryl smiled thinly, looking him directly in the eyes as she spoke bluntly, her tone entirely sincere. “Warn your men when they get here that they’re not to touch the girls unless they’re attempting to escape, and even then, they can only subdue them. I was upset this time. If there’s another incident like this, I will not only kill the man or woman who acts, but I will also make them such a horrific example that you’ll likely have to replace the entire guard of the palace due to desertion. Is that clear, Captain?”

      The man paled, swallowing hard before replying. “As crystal, Essryl.”

      “Good. You may go now. I have things to do,” Essryl said, turning away from him. She smiled at Leticia and spoke gently. “Come along, Leticia. I think you deserve the rest of the day off.”

      “Thank you, Mistress Essryl,” Leticia replied, looking relieved.

      Behind them, the Captain quietly left the hall, and the door shut behind him.
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      The interior of Ivy Vines was different than Ruethwyn had expected, considering the incredibly elaborate exterior. While the walls were still wood, the lacquered surfaces were mostly smooth, rather than like the vines on the outside. Around the edges of each wall, as well as the support beams, there were carvings of vines, though, and the leaves had been intricately painted to look as real as possible.

      Rugs helped soften the sounds inside the building as well, and Ruethwyn couldn’t help but notice that the tables were each subtly positioned behind short walls that cut off most line of sight to them and would help keep any words private. Beyond beautiful wooden furnishings, the restaurant was illuminated by lanterns that cast warm yellow light over each of the tables, while leaving much of the rooms in dimmer lighting. A part of Ruethwyn wondered what Umbra would make of the building, but she wasn’t going to summon the elemental to find out.

      Instead, she chose to follow in Korima’s wake as the others followed their hostess, a pretty elven woman who’d greeted them warmly, and who had barely batted an eyelash at Ruethwyn’s injuries. It had surprised Ruethwyn at first, then she realized that the woman was probably trained to not react to any peculiarities of guests, based on what Navaan had said. If a noble was coming here to relax, they wouldn’t want the staff staring or reacting poorly when they arrived.

      “Here you are, ladies and lords,” The server said, coming to a round table with six chairs, though only five were set. She paused and said, “I believe this is your first time here, so I should mention that, normally, the meal is composed of several courses that are planned well in advance. However, should any of you have specific preferences, you may request a meal and we shall see if it’s available.”





OEBPS/images/break-section-side-screen.png





OEBPS/images/heading-swash-ornate-screen.png






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/the-avatars-flames-2.jpg
1% Ovara,
Kingdom
0






