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      “This doesn’t look good,” Vanreth said softly, looking over the battlements nervously.

      “No, it doesn’t,” Quentin agreed, the high priest’s voice grim. Even seeing him on the outer walls made Vanreth nervous, but there wasn’t anything he could do to stop Quentin. Besides, for whatever reason the attackers hadn’t tried to assault the walls of Lothdar, so it was likely safe… and even if it wasn’t, Quentin was more than capable of defending himself.

      Just two weeks ago, Vanreth would have been barely able to see the forest from the city walls. Most of the land in the region had been cleared for farms, and what remained had been primarily for a handful of parks, an old noble estate, and several orchards. The rest of the landscape had been dominated by fields of crops, windmills, farmhouses, and orchards, most of it just waiting for the right time to harvest.

      Little of that was in evidence anymore. The sky was darker than normal, the sun overhead barely brightening the landscape above the level of early dusk, but it was more than enough to reveal the tangled forest which had choked out the fields and homes. Towering trees that looked like they’d been growing for a century dominated the fields, while thick layers of ivy climbed one of the windmills, the fronds so heavy that Vanreth could see the vanes sagging, like they were going to be torn off the tower at any moment. The forest covered the landscape from horizon to horizon, excepting only the ocean, and it’d grown to within a hundred paces of the city walls… then stopped.

      Between the trees Vanreth could see hints of movement, and the occasional, animalistic howl echoed through the air… but the fair folk, fey, and the countless plant-like monsters among them didn’t attack. It wasn’t that they couldn’t attack, Vanreth knew. Every so often one of the trees would abruptly sling a handful of the thorny soldiers onto the top of the wall, forcing the defenders to destroy them before they could wreak too much havoc, but unless they tried to leave the city walls or push back the forest edge, the besiegers seemed content to just sit there, looming like a black tide of destruction.

      “How did the last attempt to break out go?” Quentin asked at last.

      “Not well,” Vanreth said grimly, shaking his head. “We managed to save all the soldiers who volunteered, but it was a near thing. Adrian took a couple of thorns in the shoulder, and he was one of the least injured in the attempt. They cleared, oh… an acre of space? But the trees were back by sundown, almost as big as they’d been before.”

      “Phoenix tears,” Quentin swore softly, his lips pressing together tighter, then he took a slow breath. “I’d hoped that they’d make more progress, but there’s nothing to be done about it.”

      “What about the dragon knights? I heard something about you planning to send them to some of the other cities…?” Vanreth asked, slightly nervously this time.

      “It appears we underestimated our opponents. They had numerous air elementals of some type patrolling, and while they aren’t attacking us if we go toward the sea, they’re ruthless if we try to go inland,” Quentin said, closing his eyes as he inhaled deeply, then continued. “We lost Trant and his mount before they could get back, and Halley was heavily injured. Trant’s in the middle of a resurrection ritual, but I’m not sure if we’re going to get his mount back as well.”

      Vanreth winced, as Trant was a good friend of his, and a skilled knight. If he hadn’t even managed to make it back to the city, that was a very bad sign.

      “Hells. Is there any good news to be had?” Vanreth asked, his heart heavy as he stared over the walls. “We could evacuate Lothdar, given enough time, but the other cities…”

      Quentin didn’t reply for a few moments. When he did, there was a hint of wry amusement in his voice. “Hm… I was debating on whether to tell you about this or not, but yes, there is. I got a message this morning on a ship that delivered supplies from Evren.”

      “Oh? Wait, Evren? Isn’t that where Lady Alexis was going? Did she—” Vanreth began, but cut himself off, inhaling deeply as he calmed himself. Only when he was composed again did he speak. “My apologies, Your Excellency. That was unbecoming of me.”

      “Not at all, I don’t blame you for grasping for good news. Though it wasn’t Jasmine who sent the message, to my surprise,” Quentin replied. As Vanreth’s expression darkened into worry, the High Priest continued quickly. “Oh, she made it safely. Lost all of her guards, apparently, but she and Naomi reached Evren without any significant injuries.”

      “Ah. Well, that’s good. Last I’d heard, all of the other Holy Maidens had gone missing,” Vanreth said, letting out a breath of relief. “Who sent the message, if I may ask? I don’t recall us having any priests in Evren.”

      “We have a few… but none of them sent the message. Rather, it was Xandra who sent it to me,” Quentin said, a smile playing across his lips as Vanreth’s head whipped around, and he stared at the High Priest in disbelief.

      “Xandra? What in all the gods would she be doing, sending you a message?” Vanreth demanded, though he also felt guilt swirl through him at his incredulousness. The woman was an incredibly powerful mage… and one he’d alienated. It’d taken him some time to come to terms with his prejudice where she was concerned, and if he ever met her again, he was going to have to apologize to her. Whether she’d accept the apology was an entirely different question.

      “As it happens, she lectured me in a quite scathing fashion for sending Jasmine on a fool’s errand without sufficient guards,” Quentin said, wincing slightly as he ran his fingers through his hair. “I’ve never known someone could be that… overwhelming in written text, but she managed. She also informed me that she’d saved Jasmine, and that they were going to visit a specialist to determine where the invasion is coming from, and to hopefully solve it. That’s essentially the entire content of her letter, but…”

      “But it’s something,” Vanreth said, letting out a breath as he looked over the battlements again. He paused for a few seconds, then asked. “Do you think this is what you foresaw, when you said that their destinies were intertwined?”

      “Can you see any greater darkness descending on Loth than this?” Quentin countered, then flushed as he glanced upward. “Though I do hope the gods don’t take that as a challenge. We really don’t need more than this.”

      Vanreth nodded in agreement, chuckling darkly. Then he bowed his head and began praying internally for Jasmine and Naomi. Why, he even prayed for Xandra, as if nothing else, they could use the assistance of the incredibly destructive mage under these circumstances.

      And as he prayed, he heard a single howl in the distance, breaking the unnatural hush of the forest around Lothdar. It sent a chill down Vanreth’s spine.
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      “There we are! Breakfast is done, we’re all awake, and not a single undead in sight!” Nef said cheerfully, prompting Xandra to glare at the Karakar. Xandra finished adjusting how her spacial bag was hanging from her shoulder before speaking.

      “Must you be so cheerful in the morning? Yesterday was unpleasant,” Xandra said, her breath hissing out in annoyance.

      “Someone has to be cheerful. Not everyone can be as morose and snippy as you,” Nef replied, the redhead elf’s blue eyes practically dancing as she looked at Xandra. “Besides, you seemed quite happy when we returned last night.”

      “Oh, shut up,” Xandra snapped. She was pleased that she managed to keep herself from blushing, but unfortunately Jasmine didn’t have her self-control, and the black-haired half-elf’s cheeks heated.

      Clearing her throat, Jasmine spoke, her voice admirably steady, even if her blue eyes were averted. “Regardless, I think we’re going to need your guidance to proceed, Nef. I don’t know how to reactivate a portal, and I sincerely doubt Naomi does.”

      “I’m afraid not,” Naomi said, the blonde priestess studiously examining the large, bone-inlaid portal near them. “I never studied this sort of thing, not beyond when we rescued Jasmine.”

      “That’s what I thought,” Jasmine said, nodding slightly, and she glanced at Xandra, a ghost of a smile crossing her lips as she continued. “Then, unless Xandra knows, you’re the only one who can tell us how to activate it, Nef.”

      “I may be able to muddle my way through it, given time, but I’d rather not risk breaking something,” Xandra replied, crossing her arms in front of her as she scowled at the portal. “I know just enough about portals to get into trouble. I’d be reduced to examining the mana flow to figure out where power should go in and hoping that I didn’t destroy it.”

      “Excellent, it’s always good when everyone knows their limits!” Nef replied, clapping her hands together and smiling broadly. “Now, I’m not a mage, so I can’t tell you how much mana is required, but I can tell you how to activate the portal. Xandra, come with me. You have the mana to activate the portal. Probably.”

      Xandra briefly considered trying to light the Karakar’s hair on fire but abandoned the impulse almost as soon as she considered it. She wouldn’t manage to hit her anyway, and Nef was far too close to begin with. Xandra would probably end up pinned to the floor with an arm twisted behind her back.

      Instead, she followed the redhead reluctantly, glancing up at the portal yet again. Something about it made her uncomfortable. Likely that was just the bones she’d seen, as the fair folk who had lived here were definitely dark fey. Still, she wasn’t sure she trusted the portal of any beings who thought that using the bones of another species to create portals was a good idea.

      “Excellent, let me see…” Nef said, pulling a book out of her backpack, and opened it to where a ribbon bookmarked a page. She examined it, then the portal again before nodding and snapping the book shut. “That’s what I thought. In order, you’ll need to channel mana into the following seven runes. The amount of mana needs to be equal, though I’m not sure how much it’ll take in total.”

      As Nef spoke, she pointed at seven runes around the edge of the portal, ones which Xandra could see had numerous mana channels leading out of them. Well, she could see them once Xandra focused her gaze on seeing the flow of magic through the structure.

      “I can do that, though that will simply activate the portal. Won’t that cause it to link to wherever the portal originally connected to?” Xandra asked, frowning. “I would rather not meet the people who originally lived here.”

      “Yes, they would be rather unpleasant, wouldn’t they? Educational, though!” Nef replied, grinning brightly, but at the same time she pulled out a stone, one that looked surprisingly like the paving stones that covered the courtyard. “Fortunately for you, I anticipated this, and I didn’t laze away during my watch last night. Give me just a moment, and everything will be ready!”

      The enthusiastic elf stepped forward, humming brightly as she did so, and Xandra watched as she levered up a paving stone directly below the portal’s keystone, glancing up to double-check something. Then she set the stone she had in place, which Xandra noticed was more precisely cut than the other ones, as well as having an intricate rune carved into it. The sight caused Xandra to sigh internally. It just figured that the Karakar knew the proper runes and where to place them. Xandra frequently wondered how skilled Nef would be with magic if she’d chosen to specialize in it, rather than focusing on swordplay and her study of planar societies. Likely well beyond Xandra, which annoyed her to even think about, since she was over five times the Karakar’s age.

      “What’s she doing?” Jasmine asked, the half-elf brushing her hair behind an ear as she looked over the portal.

      “If I’m not mistaken, the stone she’s adding is overriding the normal destination of the portal. I thought that she was going to use a ritual to change the destination,” Xandra replied dryly. “Of course, it doesn’t help when she doesn’t explain what she’s doing.”

      “Do you really want to hear every magical variable that goes into navigating the planes?” Nef asked, pausing to look back at Xandra, a wicked grin on her face. “I can explain if you’d like. It’d only take, oh… an hour or so if I ignore all the parts that you don’t understand. If I need to teach you the rest, likely a few days.”

      “I… think that I’m happy with getting a vague idea?” Naomi said, a nervous note to her voice. “I don’t know enough about magic to understand everything, I’d bet.”

      “Likely not,” Nef agreed easily, smiling broadly. “However, ritual magic requires a great deal of specialized knowledge, not necessarily knowledge of magic.”

      “Nef,” Xandra interrupted flatly, and when the Karakar looked at her, she just folded her arms again.

      “Oh, fine,” Nef replied, rolling her eyes, then gestured up at the rune at the top of the portal. “That rune gives directions to the portal. I don’t recognize the destination, not precisely, but it’s to one of the other fey worlds rather than Nocturne. Drazmil, I think, and a specific point on it. I had a sketch of it from my previous notes, and on my way here I determined that rather than using a ritual, I could instead use a rune that overrides the other directions to make the portal take us to Nocturne. Better, as long as we use the proper symbol on the other side and a password, we can use it to return as well. It isn’t like there’s any guarantee of there being a convenient portal where we appear and leaving a wide-open portal to our world is a poor idea.”

      “That’s an excellent point, considering what’s currently happening in Loth,” Xandra told her, nodding in grudging respect. “What’s the password?”

      “Afternoon tea in the Great Library,” Nef said, glancing up again as she straightened, grinning as Jasmine’s mouth opened. “Specific enough that no one is going to activate it by accident, but easy to remember.”

      “I… suppose that is an easy password to remember,” Jasmine said, looking at Naomi, who nodded, a smile flickering across her face. “Is there anything we should expect, going through the portal?”

      “Yes. It has to go to a destination that can support us, so we won’t end up, oh, in the middle of a lake or anything like that, but that doesn’t mean we won’t end up in a dangerous position. There’s nothing stopping us from appearing in a bubble of air at the bottom of said lake, or in a clearing in the middle of a pack of ravenous beasts, or anything of that sort. Be prepared to defend yourselves,” Nef said briskly, stepping out of the portal as she dusted off her hands. “Not that those are likely results, mind you. Also, don’t attack anyone unless they make the first hostile move. Almost all fair folk and fey have particularly rigid rules of hospitality, so if you can get them to accept you as a guest, you will not be in danger unless you break those rules.”

      “But first we have to open the portal. Let’s see if I can even do this,” Xandra interrupted, taking a deep breath as she stepped forward, raising a hand as she reached into her mana core.

      Her control of her mana was the one thing Xandra was truly proud of in her life. Her skill with destruction magic was almost as great, yet at the same time she didn’t find it a point of pride. For all the effort she’d poured into rebuilding her skill after escaping the lower planes, Xandra knew that she was reaching a plateau. Soon enough, she’d reach the point that no matter how hard she tried, her progress would barely inch forward at all, at least where destruction magic was concerned. Conversely, her ability to control her mana made slow, steady progress as she regained the ground she’d lost over the years. Xandra found that incredibly ironic, considering her rather… abrasive personality.

      Another mage would have trouble powering the gate without touching each rune in turn, and even if they could, they’d waste an inordinate amount of mana. For her part, Xandra flicked her wrist, and tightly controlled threads of mana extended through the air to touch each rune in order. She didn’t pay attention to Jasmine, Naomi, or even Nef as they watched her, instead focusing on the way the runes felt.

      It was like touching something slimy, she decided after a moment. The alien minds which had built the portal were like nothing else she’d encountered and trying to figure out how they’d built the portal would be unpleasant. Regardless of how they’d constructed it, the power source wasn’t anything unusual. Everyone powered their magic the same, from the gods down to unintelligent beasts whose magical abilities were built into their very bodies.

      Xandra began powering the first rune, pure mana pouring into the rune at a careful rate, not too slow or too fast, and the moment that Xandra felt the symbol come to life she cut off the flow, and switched to the next rune, then the next. As she worked, she felt a faint thrum begin shaking the ground beneath her feet, as though she was causing the entire mountain to vibrate.

      “This had better not bring the cavern down on our heads,” Xandra said tartly, moving on to the second to last rune.

      “It won’t,” Nef said confidently. “It survived you, after all! You really need to tell me how you got out of that room after being abducted. The cuts through the wall were as smooth as glass.”

      “I really don’t,” Xandra replied, wrinkling her nose in distaste at the thought, as well as the rising power she felt in the portal. Mana was spreading through its channels rapidly, and she switched to the last rune quickly. If she did this wrong, she might add additional wear to the structure, and that could be bad. “You likely wouldn’t understand, and I don’t want to spend the effort. This is bad enough as it is. I’m having to spend half of my mana reserve activating this.”

      “That’s only half?” Naomi asked plaintively.

      Before anyone could respond, the last rune fully activated, and the thrum turned into a rumble. Feeling the magic begin to swirl, Xandra retracted her threads of mana before they could get sucked into the portal as a vortex of magic took form. Inside the archway, they all saw a pinprick of dark purple magic just this side of black begin to spin. Its rotation accelerated more and more as it expanded, and arcs of lightning flickered between it and the arch, over and over again. Xandra took a cautious step back and smiled in amusement as Jasmine and Naomi each followed her example. Nef didn’t, of course. No, the Karakar stepped toward the vortex, an ink pen in one hand and her notebook in the other as she scribbled in it rapidly.

      A few seconds later there was a sensation like two enormous stones slamming into one another in the distance, and the spinning vortex came to an abrupt halt, rippling as it went still, leaving the arch filled with a barrier of deep purple energy with a faint, oily sheen to it.

      “Fascinating! The secondary effects of the portal activating were different than normal, and I suspect that’s due to it having to function as a transitive plane to reach Nocturne,” Nef announced, a smile on the Karakar’s face as she looked over her notes, tapping the base of the pen against her lips. “In fact, if I calculated how much mana you put into the runes correctly, this might even⁠—”

      “Enough. We’ve wasted enough time on this as it is, and the priestesses are doubtlessly worried about their homeland. For all we know, the cities of Loth are being attacked right now,” Xandra interrupted, glowering at the Karakar in exasperation. “Besides, none of us would understand what you were talking about anyway.”

      “You just have no sense of adventure. We ought to fix that,” Nef replied, grinning broadly.

      “Um, is there anything we should be worried about, going through the portal? That looks kind of… icky,” Naomi said, looking at the portal with visible anxiety.

      “You’ll be fine,” Nef said, closing her notebook and slipping both it and the ink pen into their holsters. “Expect an icy sensation or burning one, depending on which plane the portal routed through, then we’ll arrive there. You may have to walk through a tunnel of sorts as well, but the details depend on the portal. I’ve seen multiple types.”

      “Alright. Anything else?” Jasmine asked, glancing at Xandra in concern, which caused Xandra to roll her eyes again.

      “It’s going to be dark, which means that even those of us with good night vision may have a difficult time. Better, we’re going to have to provide light for Naomi, which means we’re going to be painting a lovely target on our backs,” Xandra replied dryly. “Unless Nef’s lantern can provide light that other people can’t see?”

      “I’m afraid not!” Nef said, partially unsheathing her sword, then slid it home again as she nodded in satisfaction. “That’d be a wonderful item, but not one I’ve found anywhere. I think one of the enchanters in the library had something like that, but I’m usually on my own, and I rarely need that sort of thing.”

      “Fair,” Xandra said, letting out a breath, then looked at the two women. “Ready?”

      “As I can be,” Naomi said, inhaling deeply.

      Jasmine nodded, but the smile she gave Xandra was warm, and she spoke softly. “I think so.”

      “Excellent! I’ll go first, and I’d suggest that Xandra goes last, just in case something unpleasant follows us,” Nef said, looking at Xandra curiously.

      “Fine, just get on with it,” Xandra replied crossly, keeping a firm grip on her temper.

      “Excellent, here we go!” Nef replied, giving a jaunty wave, then turned and walked through the portal.

      The two priestesses hesitated, looking at one another, and Xandra rolled her eyes, then shoved both of them forward. “Go! It’s wide enough for you to go side by side!”

      “Hey, I’m not—” Naomi began, but before she could protest more, Xandra shoved her through the portal, with Jasmine just an instant behind her.

      Xandra glanced back once, then shook her head. “Can’t say I’ll be sad to leave this behind.”

      And with that she stepped through the portal, leaving behind the alien, horrible fey city where she’d nearly died.
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      The instant she stepped into the portal, Xandra realized she couldn’t see the others. Nor did she appear at the other end of the portal, which caused her eyes to narrow, and she hissed. “Fuck. This couldn’t be easy, could it?”

      She was in what looked like a shimmering tunnel of glimmering, dark red energy that verged on being maroon, almost the color of drying blood. It even pulsed like the veins of an immense creature, and Xandra couldn’t help grimacing. This did not bring back good memories. She shoved the discomfort aside a moment later, focusing on her situation. She took a deep breath, then scowled as she realized how warm it was in the tunnel. Unnaturally warm, and the way the air tingled against her skin… Xandra’s guard snapped up, and she forced herself to stop absorbing mana from around her. Whatever the mana was like in this place, she didn’t want to absorb it.

      Fortunately, the tunnel didn’t branch, it simply curved a short distance ahead of her, so there was only one way to go, unless Xandra chose to go back through the brighter red portal behind her. Tempting as the thought was, Xandra wasn’t about to abandon Jasmine or Naomi. Nef would be fine, so Xandra wasn’t worried about her.

      The footing as Xandra walked was… odd. She wasn’t walking directly on the surface of the tunnel, but rather on some form of squishy energy. It was like walking across firm, but somewhat yielding flesh, which Xandra imagined would disturb the others. Assuming they were experiencing the same thing as her, which when Xandra thought about it was distinctly possible. This disturbed her, which took some doing… and it was also possible it was a deliberate effect that was based on the person inside the portal.

      “I don’t like things like this. Just so you’re aware,” Xandra said calmly, keeping an eagle eye on the mana flows around her.

      The flow of mana didn’t shift much, instead following the same approximate flows it had been using the moment before, and Xandra relaxed slightly at the indication that whatever this was, it didn’t seem to be aware.

      She calmly made her way down the tunnel, turning the corner… then her lips quirked into a smile as she saw another shimmering red portal only a dozen paces away. That was something of a relief, as she’d been a bit concerned that she might be in the middle of another trap. It still might be a trap, but she was happy that she wasn’t going to have to wander around this strange tunnel for any longer than she had to.

      Xandra resisted the urge to touch the tunnel walls, since she really didn’t want to risk getting shunted out into a random plane of existence. Instead, she walked toward the portal calmly, her senses focused and her body tense. It wouldn’t surprise her in the slightest if there was another trap in the passage, even if Nef hadn’t said there would be one. The Karakar was knowledgeable, yes, but she wasn’t all-knowing.

      Yet no trap went off, and in short order Xandra was in front of the portal. She examined the mana flows carefully for a few seconds, making sure it was actually a portal. Then she grimaced and murmured, “Well, hopefully this isn’t a trap.”

      With that Xandra stepped into the portal, and there was a strange sucking sensation before she was almost spat out of the other side and was hit by air that seemed thick with moisture while also being rather cool. It was also significantly darker.

      “What in the fires of creation was that?” Naomi demanded, her voice faint, and Xandra looked over, just barely able to make out flickers of white from her and Jasmine’s clothing. There was another shape nearby, but it approximately matched the shape of Nef, so Xandra looked around them, scowling slightly.

      There wasn’t much ambient light at all, just barely enough for Xandra to make out the vague, pillar-like shapes that surrounded them on all sides, rising dozens of feet into the air, if not even higher. The faint whisper of leaves fluttering in a breeze came from far above them, and Xandra could see flickers of what looked like stars well above her head. There was also a clinking sound as someone rummaged around in their backpack, and Xandra looked down again.

      “I’m not certain, but I’m assuming that you’re speaking of the passage leading here? I don’t know about any of you, but I had the absolutely horrible experience of walking through a library full of burned books, all with the most tantalizing titles but with the contents utterly destroyed. It was quite depressing,” Nef said, a note of sorrow in her voice. “One moment, I almost have the lamp ready…”

      “Whereas I encountered something which reminded me of being stuck inside a titanic creature’s veins,” Xandra replied, though she kept her voice relatively quiet. “It was an unpleasant experience.”

      “Oh. That… explains why it felt so horrible,” Jasmine said, her voice soft as she murmured. “It was like all light had gone out of the world. No heat, no warmth, no light… I was afraid that I was entirely alone while I was there. Even when I came out…”

      “Well, you aren’t alone!” Nef replied happily. “Shield your eyes, this will be a bit bright!”

      The next moment Xandra saw a crystal ignite, though at least it started off dim so that it didn’t hurt her eyes. She averted her gaze as the crystal grew brighter, illuminating a glass chimney around it, which was caged by the top and bottom of the lantern. It was actually a quite elaborate device, with runes carved into the bronze base and top, and Xandra realized after a moment there were runes on the glass to harden it, as well as to control what sections of the glass allowed light through them. More importantly, it illuminated their surroundings, from the pale-faced Jasmine to Nef’s cheerful expression.

      Another glance around them revealed that they were in the middle of a grove of immense trees. Any one of the trees was large enough that two people with arms stretched to each side, standing fingertip to fingertip, wouldn’t have been as wide as they were. The trees were also enormously tall, with their first branches starting over thirty feet up, and their bark was pale with a faint greenish hue.

      There were also some bushes around them, which had strange leaves, dark green that was almost black everywhere she could see, and the dirt below them was an odd off-white color, with a few leaves of grass poking through it. All in all, it was a bit strange and alien, but not that bad… but then Xandra relaxed her control over her mana absorption and took a sudden breath that drew the attention of the others.

      “What is it?” Nef asked, frowning slightly.

      “The mana. It’s… so different,” Xandra said, and half-closed her eyes as she extended her senses, spreading her mental wings as she took in the changes.

      Xandra wasn’t any stranger to different mana. She’d spent what seemed like an eternity in the Domain of Ashen Hopes, where the mana was polluted with a cloying sense of corruption, along with being aligned with ashes, darkness, and fire. Compared to it, returning to the mortal plane had been both jarring and welcome for Xandra, for she had to do far less purification of the mana compared to the lower planes. Not none, because Senkar’s mana was still aligned in various ways she didn’t think were ideal, but it was much… simpler.

      This mana wasn’t like either of them. This mana was overwhelmingly different, and more potent than even the mana in the Domain of Ashen Hopes. Overwhelming all other types was pure life-aligned mana, mana which doubtlessly was the source of all the growth around them. Beneath it were other forms of mana, and she sorted through them quickly. Darkness, an underlying taste of cloying rot, starlight, moonlight, plants, water… and the whimsical taste of fey magic. Instinctively, Xandra could tell that her favored element of fire would be harder to use here, due to the lack of fire-aligned mana. Not impossible, but harder.

      “What are you talking about? It feels a bit richer, sure, but…” Jasmine let her voice trail off as she hesitated, then asked, seemingly embarrassed. “Or is this one of those things that’s a consequence of my lack of training, comparatively?”

      Xandra opened her eyes in time to see the others looking at each other, with Nef looking amused, and Naomi was just confused. Xandra couldn’t help a sigh of irritation. It just figured that she was the only one that could sense it, and irritation surged inside her, only for her to partially suppress it.

      “That and the abysmal training everyone has in the energy sphere,” Xandra snapped, glowering at them for a moment as she considered, then continued. “The mana is richer, but unlike on Senkar, it’s also unbalanced. So if you try casting a fire spell while expecting it to be just as easy as it is back in Loth, you’re going to have a very surprised look on your face before getting your throat ripped out.”

      “Oh? What types of mana are there?” Nef asked, reaching for her notebook and pen, then paused, frowning at the lantern occupying her hand. The next moment she set it down and pulled the notebook out, which just caused Xandra to roll her eyes. Karakar were far too likely to get themselves killed in their pursuit of knowledge, at least in her opinion.

      “Many of them, but the major ones are life and darkness mana, along with starlight, moonlight, plants, decay, and water,” Xandra replied dryly. “Which is to say, healing spells will be easier, while most other magics we use will be impeded.”

      “I’m… not sure about that?” Naomi ventured after a moment of thought. “The Phoenix Queen might venerate the sun over the moon and stars, but they’re sources of light as well. I don’t think it’s ideal, but we’re always told to adapt.”

      “Fine, then you’ll have trouble with your fire spells, and I’m going to have to use things that aren’t fireballs. Fortunately, destruction magic has a bit more to it than just fire. I’m just not as good at it,” Xandra replied dryly, grimacing. “This is going to be an unpleasant trip. We’re in a world where to see we need to turn ourselves into a glowing beacon that says ‘food here’ to all the monsters, and I’m going to be using magic that I’m not as skilled with.”

      “I’m sure you’ll manage, Xandra,” Nef replied, smiling warmly as she closed her notebook again and put it away. “I have an implicit trust in your ability to destroy anything that gets in your way.”

      Xandra made a rude gesture, glaring at the Karakar, who ignored her, instead picking up her lantern again and looking around them.

      “What do we do now?” Jasmine asked, looking around and listening closely. “It sounds… odd. We are in another world, but…”

      “It reminds me of my visit to the Thorned Wood, if it had been night when I was there,” Xandra said, taking a sniff, then frowned. “There’s something about the air…”

      “We’re near a large body of water. Not saltwater, fresh. And if my ears don’t mistake me, it’s in that direction,” Nef said, pointing to one side, and Xandra could barely suppress a growl as she realized she’d lost all sense of direction. That was bad. “I also think that we have some company on its way.”

      The elf already had a hand resting easily on the hilt of her sword, and Xandra hesitated only a moment before grabbing her lightning bolt wand. She didn’t want to worry about going for the wrong spell instinctively at this point, and she looked around warily while Jasmine and Naomi both stood with their backs to one another. At least they’d learned a little, Xandra noted in mingled satisfaction and irritation. Humans and half-elves were unfair with their sheer potential. It left a gnawing sensation in Xandra’s gut, as something she didn’t want to admit flowed through her. She could feel jealous later. She heard faint scraping sounds, but she couldn’t quite localize it, and that put her more on edge.

      “Where are they?” Naomi asked nervously. “You said that the locals tended to be overly friendly, didn’t you?”

      “Yes… but I’m afraid that these are local wildlife, which is an entirely different matter. I suggest you look up,” Nef replied, and Xandra instantly did so.

      Xandra hadn’t seen the creatures arrive, but once she looked up it was easy to spot them. Covering the branches of the nearby trees were dozens of giant, dark-furred rodents, each of them about the size of a dog, with red-hued eyes. They looked a lot like gigantic squirrels, Xandra decided an instant later. The only major differences were the lack of the large tails and the huge fangs she could see. These definitely didn’t rely on eating nuts for their meals.

      “Those… don’t look friendly,” Jasmine murmured, making Xandra want to roll her eyes.

      “You don’t say? Hopefully they aren’t going to—” Xandra began, but it was almost like her talking had been a signal. Almost as one, the rodents poured down the tree, chittering angrily just like giant squirrels.

      If she died to a pile of gigantic squirrels, Xandra hoped her Mistress erased the memory, because it would be just humiliating.
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      “Goddess of Dawn, shield us from all foes!” Jasmine exclaimed, trying to focus on her mana use as she cast the spell. She thought her control of it was a bit better than it had been before they’d met Xandra again, but mostly she was focused on keeping the mass of fur, fangs, and claws from ripping into her.

      A bubble of light popped up, enveloping Jasmine as well as Naomi and Xandra while it illuminated the area in a soft white light. Nef was in the bubble for a moment, but then her sword came out and she left the area, causing Jasmine to wince. While people could leave the area of protection, the spell would stop them from reentering it, so that was… well, it really didn’t matter, she supposed. She’d seen Nef fight.

      Thunder boomed as Xandra pointed her wand and unleashed a bolt of lightning, dropping seven of the rodents in an instant. The others kept coming, but Nef was already there, with her lantern in one hand and her sword in the other.

      “Heavenly fires, hear my call and burn the unworthy!” Naomi prayed, her staff pointing at the rodents as they bounced off the shield. The gout of flame was smaller than Jasmine would’ve expected, but even so it enveloped a pair of the rodents, scorching them badly and causing a couple of the other creatures to recoil with burns.

      Nef’s blade was flashing almost continuously, cutting deep into the creatures as she kept dodging by a hair’s breadth, seeming to kill one of them with every second or third strike. Jasmine hesitated for a moment, then began to draw on her mana again, preparing an attack… only to stop when Xandra laid a hand on her shoulder.

      “Idiot. Just hold the shield,” Xandra said harshly, sliding the wand back into her belt. “Focus on one thing at a time. I’ll deal with them.”

      “Alright,” Jasmine said, a hint of relief washing over her as Xandra took a step forward, her hair gleaming purple in the soft light of the shield, along with the flickering flashes that came from Nef’s bouncing lantern. It was slightly disorienting, but the sight of Xandra’s back filled Jasmine with… comfort, really.

      The woman’s voice was commanding as she raised her hands, and Jasmine blinked as the elf began to glow. The air cooled around Xandra, and in response the creatures scratching at the shield paused, while those farther away recoiled away from Nef to look in Xandra’s direction.

      They fled the next moment, but it was a touch too late for that. The light focused in Xandra’s hands as she extended them in front of her… and unleashed a blast of icy radiance that ripped across the clearing in a vast cone, riming the trees and ground with frost even as it froze numerous creatures in place, while some fled with their fur half-frozen.

      “Excellent work,” Nef called out, flicking blood off the edge of her sword as she watched the creatures run, then shook her head. “I wish I had better records regarding Nocturne. I wonder what those are…? Ah, well. Not my specialty, not my problem. I’ll take some notes for Ell, and she can worry about it if she wants to figure out more.”

      Jasmine hesitated, then looked around twice before allowing her barrier to lapse, speaking slowly. “Why do you think they attacked us?”

      “Probably for easy meals. You did notice their teeth, no? Or did you blind yourself staring at Nef’s lantern?” Xandra asked irritably.

      “Not all creatures will attack just because of that!” Jasmine protested. “They might just be territorial.”

      Xandra paused, then inclined her head slightly as she nodded. When she spoke, her tone was slightly grudging. “That is true. However, if it is true, we need to get out of this area before they come back, or we have other predators or scavengers come after us.”

      “Agreed,” Nef said, sheathing her sword and looking around once more before nodding to herself. “Even on other planes, so long as there’s life, civilization is usually built near bodies of water. If there’s no sign of any communities, we can determine where to go from there. It isn’t quite in the direction we’d want to go, but we have no idea what the terrain is like in this region.”

      “How do you know what direction we need to go?” Naomi asked, reaching over and squeezing Jasmine’s shoulder nervously, and Jasmine reached up to pat her hand reassuringly.

      “Magical compass on my necklace,” Nef replied, reaching up to tap her shirt, and presumably the necklace beneath it. “As long as I’m wearing it, it tells me which direction is north or its equivalent in the world I’m on. All Karakar maps are made using one as reference.”

      “You couldn’t have told us that earlier?” Xandra demanded, a note of exasperation in her voice. “I was wondering how we’d even find the portal!”

      “You didn’t ask,” Nef said, her eyes glittering with amusement. “Now, let’s get going, hm? I’d rather not have to kill more of those if I don’t have to. I’m a delicate archivist, after all!”

      “Delicate as a mountain, maybe,” Xandra muttered under her breath.

      “Oh my… Jasmine really is good for you! I think there was only a quarter of your usual sarcasm in that statement!” Nef replied delightedly, her eyes beginning to shine. “Now we just need to get past the rest of that thorny exterior! Ooh, I know, when we’re done here we should take you to a salon, and give you the full spa treatment!”

      Jasmine couldn’t help blushing, especially when Naomi began to giggle, prompting a glare from Xandra that was… well, if looks could kill, they’d all be ashes on the ground.

      On the other hand, since Jasmine would rather not irritate Xandra, she kept her mouth shut and followed Nef as the redhead began leading the way through the vast, strange forest.
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      Trianna paused as a strange sensation washed over her, and it certainly wasn’t the waterfall pouring over her head. She considered, then moved out of the stream of water. One of her attendants swirled up out of the water, taking the form of a pale-skinned woman with hair made of water, but before she could speak Trianna waved her aside.

      “No, I’m not done. I sensed something and need to commune with Ignos,” Trianna told her, her gaze growing slightly distant.

      “Ah, of course. Call for me when you have need,” the naiad replied, bowing her head, then dissolved into water once more. That left Trianna seemingly alone in the grove, and she took a deep breath, settling her feet firmly against the wooden basin that held the pond, and focused.

      Ignos was there as soon as she focused on him, just as he always was. He was an immense, virtually silent presence, which was why so many fools didn’t really believe he was there, or simply forgot that he was constantly present, ever vigilant. He’d been there when she was injured before, and he still blamed himself for his slow reactions. Trianna doubted that he would ever forget that night, but she didn’t blame him. She certainly wouldn’t, with the burning sensation in her chest.

      Yet that wasn’t the source of the sensation this time. Instead, as Trianna communed with Ignos, he silently guided her senses to the northwest, toward Lake Everbright. Through the roots beneath the land which channeled so very much mana… and she paused as she realized what it was she sensed. A portal had opened there, a rift between worlds. The mana which had ever-so-briefly flowed through it was familiar, though. It tasted the same as the mana which came from the portal into the realm of Loth, which was a surprise considering the feel of the portal itself. That portal was a jangling, horrible thing, one which clashed with Trianna’s realm. Her realm was orderly and precise, that realm was one of disorder and cruelty. If the portal yet existed, she would have had to snuff it out, but… the portal had closed. It was possible for someone to reopen, but such wouldn’t be easy.

      More important to her were the faint traces of mana which Ignos had sensed in the minutes that followed the portal closing. One of them was so faint that she couldn’t even tell what type of mana had been used, and she discarded it after a moment’s thought, focusing instead on the three signatures which she could truly sense. Two were similar to one another, and her lips slowly curved into a smile as she sensed the guttering flames of the Phoenix Queen imbued into the magic. One of them was much more powerful than the other, equal to or even more potent than that which the Holy Maidens she’d acquired possessed. That told her what she truly needed to know about who the two were. She didn’t know how the escaped Holy Maiden had managed to reach Nocturne, but she wouldn’t object to the woman delivering herself to Trianna.

      Yet the last signature of mana was… surprising. It shone with such clarity that she could hardly believe it, for while the magic used appeared to be aligned with lightning or cold depending on the spell, the source of the mana was… pure. Refined. It was almost flavorless, for the one who commanded the mana had managed to remove almost all impurities from the mana, creating mana which was so much more focused and potent than anything Trianna had encountered in the last century. Yet even that was nothing beside something else in the caster’s possession. Trianna inhaled slowly, her senses prickling as she felt the pulsing power of an item which the caster had hidden from sight, yet it wasn’t enough, even with how muted the object was by being within an extra-dimension space. Not when the land itself was pulsing in sympathy to the raw power of the item in their possession.

      “Fascinating,” Trianna said at last, her eyes opening.

      For a few seconds she mused, then shook her head. No, they didn’t have what she wanted, that much she knew for certain. While the power of the item was immense, it didn’t have the effect of what she wanted. That would have been unmistakable, and impossible for anyone to hide from her or Ignos. This was something different, so while she would take it into account, she wouldn’t worry overmuch about it.

      “Jalvra, hear my words,” Trianna said, knowing that Ignos would guide her voice to the fey she wished to speak to. “Send a shadow to the vicinity of Lake Everbright. Intruders have traveled from another world to that area, a Holy Maiden of the Phoenix Queen among them. Do not attack them, keep watch on them and send regular reports. If they appear confused on how to reach here, make certain they find a guide or other directions.”

      There wasn’t an immediate response, but Trianna didn’t expect one. Instead, with the situation dealt with, she stepped back under the waterfall to finish washing off.
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      Xandra paused as they stepped out from among the trees, trying to decide what to stare at first.

      At the bottom of a hill in front of them was an immense lake that was glowing, with numerous trees along its shore. Clouds of blue-green light were floating on its surface, likely from some type of small plants, and in the depths she could see pink and purple light in haunting hues that shifted as the water rippled. The lake was larger than any Xandra had seen before, making her think it might actually be an ocean… but she honestly wasn’t sure what the difference between a lake, ocean, or sea was. She thought that an ocean was salty, but that was about all she could say.

      Yet there was also the sky above them, and Xandra was uncomfortably reminded of the moment when she’d escaped the Domain of Ashen Hopes a few years prior. It was really strange when she thought about it, but there was an odd symmetry to her encounters with Jasmine. Twice she’d rescued Jasmine, then eventually made her way to a portal after finding an ally and had appeared beneath a night sky where she could see the stars. She’d even been severely injured both times. She doubted that it’d happen again, but it was odd… especially with how alien the skies above were.

      The stars were normal enough, if somewhat brighter and more numerous than Xandra remembered them being over Kavarn. Possibly a touch more colorful as well, but she couldn’t really say for sure. There were a few particular oddities, though. One was the strange, snake-like streamers of darkness which were slowly rippling their way across the sky, hiding the stars until they’d moved on, and the moon. A moon which was two or three times the size of the moon in Kavarn’s sky. That much she could say for certain, and she stared at it for a moment, then pulled her gaze away, tensing slightly as she realized she could see several ships out on the water. One of them that was rather far away was surrounded by a cloud of dancing motes of light, almost like it was surrounded by fireflies.

      “I… I know you said that the portal would take us to another world, but this really drives it home,” Naomi said, her voice hushed. “That lake, the moon…”

      “Mm, neither is impossible to see back home. Not if you do proper exploring,” Nef replied in amusement. “The Starlight Realm is a micro-world among the isles of Kalpher and is even more impressive, while I’ve heard of some particularly strange areas across the ocean in Soryska. This is impressive, but not that impressive.”

      “Nef,” Xandra interrupted in annoyance, causing the Karakar to pause, looking at her curiously. When she did, Xandra spoke again, her tone desert dry. “Quit being a downer. This is impressive to them, it doesn’t matter that there are similar things back on Senkar. They haven’t seen those things.”

      That caused a response that actually startled Xandra. Nef blushed and inclined her head.

      “I… apologize. I hadn’t thought about that. Hazards of being a Karakar, I suppose. We tend to spit out corrections and clarifications out of habit,” the elf said, glancing behind them as she added. “I’ll try to be better about it. However, I think we should move forward. There’s a set of animated vines trying to sneak up on us.”

      Xandra was still trying to grapple with the idea of Nef blushing, so she didn’t really pay as much attention to Nef’s warning as normal. The temptation to just incinerate the vines was certainly present, but she also didn’t want to draw more attention to them… and besides, she was distracted.

      “Why does everything here seem to want to kill us?” Jasmine asked plaintively.

      “Not everything. The trees haven’t been hunting us yet,” Xandra replied absently, glancing behind her as they started moving forward. Yes, a group of near-black vines were slowly creeping toward them, hidden in the shadows. They were slow enough that someone moving at a casual walk could outrun them, so she wasn’t that concerned.

      “We’re going to stick out like sore thumbs here,” Naomi muttered. “With the lamp, do you think the people can see us from those boats?”

      “Almost certainly, since I imagine that they’re used to the local light levels, unlike us,” Nef said, glancing at the lamp then shrugged helplessly. “I’d be fine without it, I have exceptional night vision due to a magical technique I picked up, but I don’t think the rest of you could manage. Unless you could see easily when you arrived, Xandra?”

      “No, I could see a few shapes, but that was about it,” Xandra replied, finally shaking off her distraction, and her eyes narrowed. “I believe this is going to be more dangerous than anticipated. Which I should have expected, with Nef involved.”

      “With me involved? Whatever do you mean?” Nef protested innocently, laying a hand on her chest.

      “You want to talk to the fair folk behind the invasion, and your idea of an acceptable risk is very different than that of most other people,” Xandra retorted, glowering at the redhead as she growled under her breath, then shook her head. “I should have realized that this would be the case.”

      “Ah, but what other choices did you have? Would you have preferred to go walking back into Loth, heralded by a wave of fire?” Nef asked, arching an eyebrow. “While dramatic, I doubt that you have the mana to fight off the number of creatures that were described.”

      Xandra opened her mouth to retort, but before she could speak Jasmine interjected.

      “Could you not argue, please?” Jasmine asked, looking between them nervously. “We’re here, so we need to make the best of it that we can. Now… do you have any idea what those shapes in the water are?”

      Xandra’s gaze fastened on ripples in the water, the wakes of creatures coming toward the shore. She wasn’t absolutely certain how many of them there were, but at least four, probably more. She also didn’t know what the creatures were, even with them vaguely silhouetted by the light in the lake’s depths.

      “They look like seals to me,” Naomi offered, frowning a little. “Though there are some monsters with seal-like shapes, so that doesn’t mean much.”

      “Mm, true. It entirely depends… but the fact that there are multiple of them is promising. Most of the creatures which I know are commonly hostile are lone predators… though admittedly, I’m less knowledgeable about them than societies,” Nef said, pausing a good forty feet from the shoreline. The sand was quite pale, Xandra saw, which seemed to be a trend for the ground in Nocturne.

      “Is there a particular reason we’re standing here?” Jasmine asked, glancing back at the forest. Xandra couldn’t help a smile and a soft laugh.

      “We’re well away from the shore, which will give us time to dodge if the creatures are hostile, the trees are also a good distance away, and while there’s a bit of ground cover around us, it isn’t enough to let anything sneak up on us easily,” Xandra told her, nodding around them. She was keeping an eye on a nearby bush in case it turned out to be something malevolent, or if something was using it for cover. The shoreline also would be a decent barrier, as there was a good two- or three-foot drop from the sections with grass and trees down to the beach, depending on the area.

      “True… I guess I should get used to looking at things with an eye to defense,” Jasmine admitted, looking around them again.

      “That would be somewhat intelligent. It isn’t like we aren’t trying to stop an invasion or something silly like that,” Xandra replied dryly.

      She thought Jasmine blushed, but before any of them could speak further, one of the creatures splashed up onto the shore. Like Naomi had guessed, it looked like a seal to Xandra as well. She’d seen a few over the last couple of years, and this one seemed a little more… delicate than normal? Xandra couldn’t be entirely sure. Of course, then the figure rippled and shifted forms, growing taller and lankier in a matter of moments, a spear taking form in one hand before a woman was left standing there.

      She had dark hair plastered to pale skin, dark eyes, and a humorless frown on her face as she stared at them. The spear looked like it had a bone tip, Xandra realized belatedly, ignoring the woman’s nakedness. That made her wonder a bit, but she kept her mind focused on the current situation. Especially on making sure nothing took advantage of the distraction.

      A burble of words, vaguely liquid sounding, left the woman’s lips, and Xandra’s frown grew deeper. She wasn’t entirely sure what the language was, but it might be a dialect of the common fair folk tongues… which irritated Xandra a little, since it meant that Nef’s comment about her presence helping wasn’t wrong. Damn it.

      “Ah, selkies! She wants to know what we’re doing here, though in significantly less pleasant terms,” Nef exclaimed, then she continued. “I’ll be speaking with her for a moment, then I’ll explain! Don’t want to get eviscerated while talking to you, after all!”

      With that, Nef began speaking in the same language as the selkie, whose eyes widened in momentary surprise. Then they narrowed as she listened closely.

      “This isn’t what I expected when we woke up this morning,” Naomi murmured softly.

      “What were you expecting?” Jasmine asked. “I wasn’t sure what we’d run into.”

      “I don’t know? Not this, though,” the human replied, shrugging nervously. At this point, Nef and the selkie were exchanging words rapidly, and Xandra slightly relaxed as she noted that the woman’s spear wasn’t being held as tightly, and it didn’t look like she was ready to use it at a moment’s notice.

      Xandra glanced behind her again, looking for the vines which had been trying to catch them. When she didn’t see them she relaxed a little more. Likely as not they’d left the range of the creature, that or it’d just given up. She had no idea what they were attached to, though. If they showed up again, she’d just have to destroy them. It’d at least be satisfying, rather than standing here unable to understand a single word Nef and the selkie were saying.

      Fortunately, the exchange didn’t last much longer. After a few more seconds, Nef turned away from the woman, her eyes glittering with amusement.

      “So… we’re fortunate that we left the forest as quickly as we did. Apparently, it’s known for being the haunt of numerous skintakers, which sometimes come selkie-hunting. They were concerned we were skintakers, but apparently, they aren’t very intelligent so I was able to convince them that we aren’t their kin,” Nef explained. “This is Lake Everbright, home to some of the best fishing in this region of Nocturne. Which, fortunately for us, means that there’s a community of fey only a few hours away, though Teema isn’t sure how long it’ll take landwalkers like us to get there. She doesn’t know anything about any invasions into our world, but her people don’t pay much attention to things beyond their lake.”

      “…you got all that information in that amount of time?” Naomi asked, blinking owlishly. Xandra grimaced, remembering how her interrogation had gone with the Karakar. She was honestly surprised that the selkie didn’t look like she’d been hunted. Though when she looked at the fey, she was watching Nef with wary respect. Like she was examining a fellow predator, really.

      “Yes? It wasn’t like any of it was all that secret. Mostly Teema was pleased that we weren’t planning to hunt in their waters without permission,” Nef replied, blinking at Naomi in confusion.

      “Well, in that case, why don’t you thank her on our behalf? It sounds like we have a destination,” Jasmine replied, straightening slightly, though she grimaced after a moment. “Though having to translate everything via you could grow a touch… difficult.”

      “Perhaps we can find someone with translation spells or the like at this town,” Nef replied, grinning, then turned back to the selkie and spoke quickly. Then she placed a hand on her chest and bowed her head.

      The selkie bowed in return, then stepped back into the water, shimmered, and turned into a seal again. Xandra watched the woman go, dredging through memories that were… well, saying they were shrouded in cobwebs would be far too polite. It was more like her memories had been carved into iron plates that had rusted together, and getting anything out of them took an incredible amount of effort, and even then the rust made figuring out what the plates said difficult. Which didn’t mean she forgot everything.

      “I thought selkies had to take off a sealskin to turn into human-like form,” Xandra said, frowning after the seals vanishing into the lake’s depths.

      “The ones I know of on Senkar do, but that doesn’t mean that all species of them have that limitation,” Nef replied without missing a beat, a smile playing across her lips. “I’m glad that you remember something about fey. Anything else come to mind?”

      “Dryads are linked to trees and can command plants, within limits. Sirens hypnotize people and when malevolent draw sailors into craggy rocks and eat them. Satyrs have a thing for wine and song and dance,” Xandra said, counting off each in turn, then paused, thinking hard, and shook her head. “They’re known for keeping their word, twisting deals to the limit of the wording, and their dislike of iron. Oh, and they’re the source of the rules of hospitality.”

      “Not entirely wrong, but the fair folk are the source of the rules of hospitality, not the fey,” Nef corrected, her smile even wider now. “A subtle but distinct difference. Fortunately, most fey hold to those ideals as well, so generally you’re correct. Shall we? If it’s a few hours away by water, I suspect it will be most of the day for us.”

      “Lucky us, wandering along the shore with a target,” Xandra said, eyeing the lantern unhappily.

      “Maybe you can give us some lessons on the different types of fey while we walk? Or at least what not to do?” Jasmine asked hopefully.

      “Certainly!” Nef replied, grinning broadly as she gestured toward the forest to their left, what Xandra thought was west, approximately. “One thing to keep in mind is that just like with humans, elves, dwarves, and every other species I can think of, different groups are different, even if they’re of the same species. Fortunately, I’ve studied Nocturne somewhat, so we should be able to avoid the worst types of mistakes.”

      They all started to move along the shoreline as Nef spoke, with Xandra mostly watching the forest line for potential trouble. The trees were truly huge, with the darkness beneath their canopies almost impenetrable. That made her very unhappy, since it meant it was difficult to spot any threats.

      “And those are…?” Naomi asked, glancing at the water, and staying well away from the drop to the shore. Something which Xandra heartily approved of. She’d broken an ankle when a section of shoreline collapsed beneath her the previous year, which would have been very bad without her regeneration.

      “For one, charm magic isn’t just acceptable here, it’s expected that if you have it, you’ll use it. If you take offense to its use, you’re considered incredibly rude, and virtually no one will associate with you. It’s considered your own failing if you aren’t able to resist the magic,” Nef explained, causing Xandra to flinch slightly. “At the same time, while it’s allowed, that doesn’t mean that anything can be asked of you while you’re under its effects. Taking your time, asking for help with things you would be able to help with easily, seduction, making more favorable deals… all of that is acceptable. Outright cheating you, putting you in mortal danger, enslaving you, or things of that sort are not acceptable. Which isn’t to say no one does it, but most of the local cultures would assist you in killing the offender if they learned they were doing things like that.”

      “Cold comfort if you’re already dead,” Xandra replied dryly.

      “Quite! Which is why you should do everything you can to resist magic like that. I wouldn’t be surprised if some local fey take a liking to us and try to keep us for long-term companionship,” Nef said breezily, waving her free hand. “Oh, I’m certain that we’d be happy, but it would cause issues. Still, no setting them on fire, freezing them, or otherwise retaliating, Xandra.”

      Xandra rolled her eyes, and Jasmine giggled softly. Naomi frowned but nodded slowly, her voice soft. “That… well, I suppose we’ll just have to deal with it. At least the priesthood is trained to steel our minds against magic like that.”

      “Indeed! One of the advantages of most forms of divine magic is that your deities tend to reinforce your minds as well,” Nef agreed, nodding firmly. “I trained specifically in that regard as well, so I should be alright.”

      “What about the king of thorns tree you told us about? Are they going to be an issue?” Xandra asked, frowning slightly.

      “Well, that’s a slightly trickier question to answer. See, the king of thorns is a strange tree. It isn’t intelligent, and neither are the thorn soldiers it spawns. It’s moderately carnivorous, so the thorn soldiers it creates are both to protect it from creatures that would damage it, I’m informed it has excellent wood for crafting, and to bring it additional sustenance,” Nef explained, her gaze a touch thoughtful. “Some of the records indicate that towns will plant them to form a perimeter of sorts around their borders, as an early warning system if nothing else. On the other hand, if a dryad bonds to a king of thorns, it allows the dryad to control the thorn soldiers, force more to be created than normal, and a host of other things. They’re really quite dangerous. So… we might need to be wary of them and might not.”

      Xandra nodded unhappily since she’d really hoped for a simpler answer. She hadn’t expected one, but she’d hoped it wouldn’t be that complex. If they could avoid dealing with the thorn creatures, so much the better.

      On the other hand, she paid attention as Nef began to lecture them on the intricacies of fey and fair folk culture. A few of the pieces of information sounded familiar to Xandra, but the vast, vast majority of it was new to her.

      Which didn’t leave her any less sick of the lecture after an hour.
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      “Mm, looks like we have a town,” Nef said, though Xandra thought she caught a hint of uncertainty in the Karakar’s voice. Which was just as well, as far as Xandra was concerned. She liked the thought of Nef not being entirely sure about things… though Xandra was much more confident that what was ahead of them was a town. It was just a strange one by mortal sensibilities.

      At first glance, it looked more like a fairground than anything else. There were a few scattered buildings, but most of the structures they could see were temporary, with fabric canopies designed to keep the weather off their contents, but that was only at first glance. Multiple trees were twisted together over one area, forming some sort of space beneath them, while a different set of trees looked like they’d been shaped to have multiple overlapping sets of branches in another area. Xandra wondered how well that would keep the rain off, assuming it rained in Nocturne.

      Then there was the mushroom grove, some of the towering white fungi nearly forty feet in diameter, but most of them had broad caps and relatively narrow stems, which made her smile slightly when she saw that someone was building a wall beneath one of them. There were also a few caves, and then, jarringly, what looked like an elven lodge near the lake, complete with glowing golden light shining out of the windows. There were a few docks, but no ships were present. The strangest thing to Xandra was the lack of obvious defenses, not even the thorn trees that Nef had commented about.

      There were plenty of creatures in the area, though. Several dryads were sitting under a canopy with a group of cat-like folk who had a pile of pelts, apparently haggling. A moth the size of a human with strange, nearly-human hands was examining a jar of luminescent white liquid that a dark-skinned faun was showing off. A pile of stone with four shaped stone legs and two arm-like appendages was working a glowing ingot at a forge in front of one of the caves. Yet the startling thing to Xandra was how many human-like fair folk there were around.

      Most of the ones she noticed were dark-skinned, which she suspected would allow them to blend into the landscape here without issues, but some were the reverse, with incredibly pale skin and hair. Xandra thought a few of them might be descended from humans or elves, but they could be a type of fair folk.

      They were drawing their fair share of curious looks, though. Likely due to the lantern Nef was still holding, since it was brighter than anything in the area except for the lodge. Even the forge only approached its intensity when it was stoked up.

      “I’m pretty sure it’s a town. Just… not what I’d think of as a town,” Jasmine said, rubbing her nose slowly. “I thought it’d have, I don’t know… walls?”

      “That depends on how many creatures can fly, tunnel, or scale walls,” Nef said, growing a touch more confident as she spoke. “If those sort of creatures are common enough, walls may make no sense. They take time and effort to build unless you have significant amounts of appropriate magic.”

      “Perhaps so, but would you focus on what we’re doing? I can see a group of fey in the bushes to our right,” Xandra interjected dryly, focusing on the creatures in question. Each was no more than a foot tall and covered with dark fur, but that didn’t hide their gleaming eyes and teeth, nor the wicked daggers and spears they were carrying. There had to be at least ten of them, and Xandra suspected there were more. The only reason she hadn’t attacked them was that they didn’t appear to be attacking either. Not yet.

      “I’m aware of that. However, as they are not attacking us, I am respectfully ignoring their presence,” Nef replied, not even glancing in the direction of the fey. It just annoyed Xandra that Nef was so… competent. It made Xandra feel like she’d squandered her life, even if she’d spent less time living free than Nef had overall. She thought that was the case, anyway.

      “If you say so,” Xandra replied steadily, rolling her eyes.

      She saw Naomi jump slightly in the corner of her vision, turning to look, then stiffened as she caught sight of the creatures. Xandra couldn’t help a slight smile, since at least someone was taking her lessons seriously. Jasmine appeared to have spotted them as well, but the half-elf was hiding her tension better. Well enough that Xandra could barely tell it was there.

      “I do say so. Now, let’s go. I suspect we’ll be heading for the brightly-lit building, but I’m going to ask a few questions first. It might be that we need to go elsewhere,” Nef said, and paused to give Xandra a look. “Just remember what I said about attacking.”

      Xandra glared back at her, a hint of anger flaring up inside her as she replied, her tone flat. “I’m not a complete imbecile, Nef, nor am I a child. I know better than to break the hospitality of the fey, and I remember your lessons. Worry about something else.”

      Nef had the grace to look embarrassed for a moment, but it faded quickly. She straightened, nodding to the town as she murmured. “Let us see what we can learn. Hopefully we’re not too far from the region we want.”

      Xandra rolled her eyes, but took up the rear as the redhead led the way into the town, keeping an eye out for trouble.

      As they walked, Jasmine took a moment to speak softly, glancing back at Xandra. “Do you think this is wise? I mean… this seemed so much simpler a plan back in Nef’s house.”

      “Wise? No, of course not. Any quest which requires you to travel to another plane that you’ve never visited before is inherently unwise. If it weren’t for Nef being with us, this would be a fool’s errand,” Xandra said, ignoring the sourness that welled up inside her at the admission. She didn’t like admitting how much she didn’t know. “However… this is the best of a series of unpleasant options. Attempting to reach the portal in Loth would have been a nightmare, and I don’t know if there was any way we could sever it from the other side. I may consider her suggestion of talking to the fey a touch… foolhardy, but she isn’t wrong. Unless we wiped out the invaders and their source utterly, this is liable to happen over and over again.”

      Jasmine slowed for a few seconds, then nodded slowly. Xandra thought she saw the half-elf’s lips move, but no words were spoken, nor was the angle clear enough for her to read her lips. Which, when Xandra thought about it, was just as well. She opened her mouth to try to reassure Jasmine, but she wasn’t sure how. How could Xandra of all people reassure someone who was so different?

      It caused that sour sensation to well up inside Xandra again, along with her disbelief of what Jasmine had done the previous day… or was it the previous night? Xandra couldn’t even tell, and she couldn’t trust that Jasmine wouldn’t change her mind. Xandra wouldn’t trust herself in a relationship. Not after what had happened to her previous lovers.

      They’d moved closer to the town while Xandra thought, and Nef paused to speak to a fox-like fair folk, whose ears perked up as Nef spoke to him. He let out a soft yip of amusement before replying, his words even faster than the other fey she’d spoken to. Xandra thought she caught a few familiar words from the mess, and he gestured expansively at the town once before shrugging. Then he moved away from them, and Nef turned back.

      “So, this is a trade town called Hesta’s Smile. It’s a convenient place for different communities to trade their resources, which means it should suit our purposes nicely. The one problem is that the coins that we use back home aren’t going to be much use here,” Nef explained, shrugging sheepishly. “I have a few things I could trade, but not much on the face of things. Fair folk and fey aren’t as fond of gold and silver.”

      “Of course not,” Xandra said, letting out a sigh. “Still, we’ll do what we have to, no? I have a few things, but I don’t even know what they’d want. I can’t even understand what they’re saying.”

      “He did suggest going to the lodge, since he thought we could get the most help there. He couldn’t stay and chat, since he and his mate were going out hunting, and he was late as it was,” Nef said, a hint of an amused smile playing across her lips.

      Jasmine giggled, smiling as she murmured. “Well, that’s comforting, at least. It’s good to know that things don’t completely change even if you travel between worlds.”

      Even Xandra couldn’t help a brief smile at that, since she certainly wasn’t wrong. Naomi laughed as well, but otherwise waited quietly.

      After the others fell silent, Jasmine asked. “Are we going to the lodge, or trying to talk to other people first?”

      “The lodge, I think. If nothing else it’s a good starting point,” Nef said, glancing toward it curiously as she added. “Besides, I’m curious who would build something like that here. It’s unusual, though it doesn’t completely depart from fair folk aesthetics. I just wonder about all the lights.”

      “Not everyone is native to Nocturne, just like not everyone on Senkar is native to it,” Xandra replied dryly, rolling her eyes and starting toward the building with a determined stride. Fortunately for her, it seemed that the way she walked spoke volumes about her attitude even without the locals being able to understand her language. Which was fortunate for them and mollified some of Xandra’s recent… frustrations. She hated being out of her element.

      Yet even as they walked, there were a few things that pricked at Xandra’s magical senses, and she glanced at them as she moved, curious what was potent enough to catch her attention that way.

      The first was an egg that was displayed by a lizard-like humanoid with goat horns. It was large and shimmered with a variety of rainbow hues, and Xandra slowed down for a moment to study it, mulling over the magic wafting off the egg. The hints of sun mana startled her, but air and water were more understandable, and she studied it for another moment before shaking her head and moving on. It was an egg, and that meant it would likely hatch. Xandra wasn’t enough of a fool to want to deal with whatever hatched from an egg almost the size of her head. Assuming she even could purchase or care for it.

      Another item of interest to her was a length of black wood that practically radiated a sense of rot and annihilation. It resonated with the sphere of destruction like almost nothing else Xandra had seen, and if it hadn’t been an entire spar fit to build a ship’s mast from, she might have been tempted to see about getting it for herself. Xandra didn’t care for staves, but perhaps a rod or wand made of something like that would help her focus her magic… or maybe even help her propel her understanding of destruction to the next circle.

      Third, and it made Xandra wonder why things came in threes, was a pearl the size of her clenched fist, itself glowing with a rosy hue. The pearl contained an immense amount of water and life-aligned mana, which didn’t surprise her with the current surroundings. It was nothing compared to the gemstone she’d found beneath her old tower, but it was reasonably potent, and Xandra imagined it’d make an excellent component for several types of enchanted items. Unfortunately, it looked like plenty of fair folk agreed, because they were crowded around the dark-eyed man who had the pearl on display.

      “See anything interesting?” Nef asked after a bit, when they were halfway to the lodge. The Karakar sounded amused, and Xandra rolled her eyes.

      “Sun, air, and water mana from the rainbow egg, destruction resonation from the black wooden log, and water and life mana from the pearl,” Xandra said concisely. “Not a clue how to use the egg, but the other two would be good for enchanting, I suspect. Not that I’d want to buy a log that size, and the pearl has lots of interest.”

      “You do have refined senses when it comes to mana. I wonder how well you’d do at mapping ley line drift?” Nef mused, prompting Xandra to sigh.

      “Well, but I think I’d get so bored that I’d light everything in the neighborhood on fire,” Xandra retorted. “Possibly including a certain annoying redhead.”

      “I love you too, Xandra,” Nef said, her tone so sickeningly sweet that it sent a chill down Xandra’s spine.

      “While I don’t know enough about mapping ley lines to say anything about that, you really do seem to have a good sense for differences in mana,” Naomi ventured after a moment. “I’ve been trying to get a sense for the types of mana here, and it’s… muddy.”

      “Mm. You aren’t playing to your strengths, since your goddess is aligned with other things, and to my knowledge you haven’t learned anything about the sphere of energy. Or if you have, your teachers were incompetent,” Xandra replied bluntly. “Energy is focused on mana, so you learn to sense it properly, to control it and identify it. It may not be glamorous like other types of magic, but it’s like… like a solid foundation for any other form of magic. It’s just typical that other magi choose to ignore it when it could make them so much more than they are. Impatient idiots.”

      “Could you teach us?” Jasmine asked, and Xandra almost tripped, she was so surprised. She glanced back incredulously, her mouth opening to reply scathingly, but stopped on seeing Jasmine’s expression.

      The priestess looked so earnest and hopeful, without the arrogance that Xandra had seen from so many other magi. Naomi looked a little more cautious, but Xandra didn’t see any derision or doubt in her expression, which was another thing she often saw from other magi. It didn’t make sense to her why so many magi discounted the strength that the sphere of energy could grant them, but at least these two didn’t seem to feel that way. Xandra simply ignored the knowing smile that Nef was sending her way.

      “Why not?” Xandra replied after a moment, shrugging. “We’ll start when we next settle down to rest. Though if you piss me off, that’ll be the end of it.”

      “Right, we can work with that,” Jasmine said, giving a glowing smile.

      Xandra did her best to ignore how good that smile made her feel.
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      The lodge was bigger than it’d looked from a distance, and Jasmine looked up, frowning at the doors that were nearly nine feet tall, and proportionally wider. She wondered if they were built that way because of local visitors, or just to be impressive. She wasn’t sure which option she leaned toward, since the windows were also in about the right place for someone who was naturally taller than most humans, half-elves, or even elves.

      Xandra barely seemed to notice the height of the doors, instead just pushing open one door, at which point they were bathed in warm yellow light.

      The room within was a mixture of large and small furniture, mostly smaller to fit someone like Jasmine, but a few pieces were large enough to fit an ogre or other smaller giants. Jasmine followed Xandra inside, her gaze rising as she looked at the roof in awe.

      Not a single nail could be seen in the gleaming boards that made up the walls and ceiling. Each board shone with a honey-like hue, and they were so tightly fitted together that Jasmine almost would have said that the walls were made of a single continuous board. The lights which lit the chamber were dancing flames that flitted back and forth, ones that reminded Jasmine of will o’ wisps, except for the fact that these ones didn’t glow blue, but more like the flames of the sun itself.

      The furniture was of similarly fine construction, with every chair being slightly different and unique, with their own carvings and designs, while the tables differed as well, usually in shape but also in how they were supported. There was a broad bar, behind which were a dizzying array of bottles and kegs, all of them differing from the others in some way, whether that was in color, shape, or material. No two were alike, much like the inhabitants of the lodge.

      A small dragon with scales the color of a robin’s egg was in the corner, complete with speckles on each blue scale. It was no more than fifteen feet long including its tail and was puffing away on a pipe that emitted an odd green smoke while working on something on its table, a quill in hand. As Jasmine watched, a female satyr delivered a mug of steaming liquid to the dragon, who nodded in appreciation.

      Nearest them was a bear-like man standing seven feet tall… or was he a man-like bear? Jasmine couldn’t be sure. He had on a pair of trousers and an axe at his back as he spoke hotly with what Jasmine was sure was another selkie, who was just over half the huge man’s size. It was a strange dichotomy, but no one in the room seemed to care.

      Another oddity was the bartender, and Jasmine blinked, staring at what was… she wasn’t sure what it was. It had a vaguely humanoid upper body, but with rubbery blue-green flesh, a beak of sorts, and what looked like a spiral shell like from a snail for a hat. Yet it had a mass of tentacles for its lower body, and its arms looked boneless at first glance, including four smaller tentacles that must function as fingers. As she watched, the yellow-eyed creature was mixing two drinks, burbling oddly as it did so.

      Yet the individual that drew Jasmine’s attention the most was the woman near the doorway who’d just deposited a plate of food in front of a vaguely elf-like fair folk. Jasmine’s first realization was that the woman was big. At least eight feet tall, if not a bit over that, yet she was proportioned like a human, approximately. Fuller bodied than Jasmine, perhaps, but shapely and inhumanly attractive despite that. A flowing black dress that covered one shoulder shrouded her figure without truly hiding anything, and she wore a set of sandals. She had tanned skin, a faint golden glow around her, curly brown hair down to her shoulders, and bright, bright blue eyes that seemed to pierce deep into Jasmine’s soul on seeing her. The woman grinned broadly at the sight of them.

      “Senkarians! I haven’t seen your kind in nigh unto a century!” the woman exclaimed in oddly accented words, and it took a moment for Jasmine to realize that she could understand them. “Come in, come in! Welcome to the Lodge of Inspiration!”

      “Ah… thank you?” Jasmine replied uncertainly, blinking up at the woman.

      “Um, how could you tell that we were from Senkar?” Naomi asked, sounding both fascinated and a tiny bit terrified.

      “Pfft. I never forget the feel of a world, and what’s wafting off you is obvious indeed,” the woman said, gesturing to an empty table as she said. “Please, sit. I’ll be with you in a moment, Nerlock’s drink is ready.”

      The next moment the woman was gone, moving back to the bar, and Jasmine blinked after her in confusion.

      “Well, that’s certainly unusual. I didn’t expect anyone local to be able to identify us. Or to be able to understand us,” Nef said, a hint of amusement in her voice. “On the other hand, this would make it easier.”

      “Perhaps. I just have to ask… what in all the hells is she?” Xandra demanded, and the note of pure shock in her voice caused Jasmine to look over sharply. The elf was pale faced, and that wasn’t something Jasmine had ever seen before.

      “Um, I don’t know?” Jasmine ventured, unnerved.

      “Nef?” Naomi asked, glancing back at the Karakar, who looked a bit… troubled, at least when Jasmine looked at her.

      “I’m not certain,” Nef said after a moment, looking at the woman thoughtfully, then back at Xandra. “Why don’t we take a seat? We don’t want to disrespect her hospitality, hm?”

      Jasmine blanched, but it was Xandra who looked back at Nef and replied tartly. “Of course not! Last I checked none of us were complete imbeciles. I’d make no promises if Adrian or Vanreth were with us, though. Something has to be wrong with Adrian, and Vanreth is a paladin. I swear that part of making him a paladin involved shoving a stick so far up his ass that he’s still spitting up wood chips.”

      The return to apparent normalcy caused Jasmine to giggle despite herself, which prompted a snicker from Naomi, though the other priestess quickly stifled it.

      “I… don’t disagree on Adrian,” Jasmine managed to reply, her voice quavering slightly. “As for Sir Vanreth, I believe I will have to refrain from comment. I don’t agree with you, but I understand your reasons. Shall we?”

      Before Xandra could retort, Jasmine made her way over to the table in question and was immediately taken aback when she reached it. Many of the chairs she’d seen in this place had been designed for all sorts of strange species, whether they had tails, wings, or other odd anatomy. That made her wonder how it was that the table they approached was the perfect height for the four of them and had four chairs perfectly designed for people of their anatomy. While tails could’ve fit through a couple of the gaps in the lower backs of the chairs, it wouldn’t be as easy to get them in place… and the theme of the chairs was strange as well.

      One chair had carvings of angels kneeling around an egg on the back, the next had growing trees around what looked like an ancient temple, the third had carvings of a library within a tree, and the last a castle in flames. They were… vaguely unnerving, if Jasmine was being honest. It made her feel like her hairs were standing on end, since it seemed to indicate at least some knowledge that she didn’t think other people would have.

      Even so, Jasmine took the seat with the angels and the egg carvings, wondering if there was some deeper meaning to them. Unsurprisingly, Nef took the one of the library, Naomi took the one of the temple, and Xandra took the last chair, still looking grumpy.

      “So. Why did you say that?” Nef asked, looking at Xandra pointedly. “It isn’t exactly a polite thing to say, Xandra. You should know better.”

      “What am I supposed to say when she’s screwing with all the mana that touches her, and contaminating my mana?” Xandra retorted. “Do you have any idea how much effort it takes to keep my mana purified? Having someone change it just by their mere presence is… ugh, don’t get me even started on it. It makes my skin crawl, and I’d rather have it flayed off entirely instead.”

      “That seems like a rather extreme reaction to me, though I’m not going to argue if that’s how you feel,” the huge woman replied, seeming to have appeared from nowhere, and it caused Jasmine to jump. Xandra did not look happy.

      “Ah, hello,” Jasmine said, clearing her throat slightly as she thought back to her lessons about fey, and after a moment continued. “I am called Jasmine. May I ask what you are called?”

      “Mm, how very polite. You can call me… Isabelle. I’m feeling like an Isabelle today,” the woman replied, grinning broadly. “Now, what will you be having to drink? I have a few things that won’t send Senkarians to the outhouse for a few hours, or even the mortuary. I think I even have some ale, though I wouldn’t recommend the stuff. The man who made it tried the best he could, but he wasn’t a good brewer.”

      “Ah… something relatively simple and safe, like cider?” Jasmine ventured and let herself relax slightly as the woman nodded agreeably and looked at Naomi.

      “Um, the same. I’m Naomi,” the priestess said, blushing.

      “Nice to meet you, Naomi,” Isabelle replied, smiling as she glanced at Nef, then focused on Xandra. “The Karakar gets water, of course. What about you, the sensitive one?”

      “Hm? I am called Nef and was going to order Moonglow wine,” Nef interjected, frowning a tiny amount.

      “Perhaps you were, but you’re Karakar. You get water,” Isabelle replied pleasantly, smiling at Nef. “You can’t pay the price I require for anything else.”

      Jasmine opened her mouth to interject, but Xandra’s sharp look stopped her.

      “And what, pray tell, is the price?” Xandra asked, leaning forward to examine Isabelle warily. “I am Xandra.”

      “Interesting… you’re wary of me, but you don’t even know why. Yet you’re willing to confront me anyway,” Isabelle replied, examining Xandra now, a gleam of curiosity in her eyes. The woman inhaled, then let her breath out just as quickly. “Oh yes, you have a story to tell. And that, Xandra, is the price of food, drink, and lodging here. A story. Not a dry recitation of facts, like what the Karakar are so fond of, but a story. With all the mistakes, exaggerations, and biased points of view that creep into them due to time and faulty memory.”

      Jasmine blinked, then blinked again incredulously.
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