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      The mountain peak shattered as she slammed through it, and Medaea gasped, descending into the valley like a falling star. Trees exploded outward as she hit the ground, all their remaining leaves torn away by the shockwave. Baldwin followed her, his normally gleaming armor spattered with scorch marks, dents, and soot from their battle, his immense hammer raised in both hands as he moved to pummel Medaea into the earth.

      She hadn’t been idle, though. An orb of sunfire gleamed between her hands as she looked back along the path she’d traveled, still embedded in the earth. Medaea could see Baldwin’s eyes widening as he saw the orb, and he tried to dodge just as she unleashed her magic. A brilliant beam of gold-white fire blasted across the sky, melting another chunk of the mountainside, which then collapsed on itself, and the forest below it ignited under the sheer heat unleashed by Medaea’s magic.

      Medaea didn’t pause, though, and she darted out of her crater and to the side just as Baldwin erupted from her flames, his hammer still raised as he brought it down on the spot where she’d been standing a moment before. Her wings spread and she took flight, healing magic surging through her body.

      Baldwin’s hammer hit the ground with incredible force, and his magic erupted into the ground with the impact. A blow fit to cave in Medaea’s chest hit the vulnerable ground, causing earth and stone to shatter and fly in every direction, creating a crater a hundred feet across and triggering an earthquake across the region.

      Extending her hand, Medaea called for her sword, and the glowing blade unearthed itself from the mountainside as it streaked across the sky to her grasp. She studied Baldwin grimly, looking for any hint of vulnerability from her fellow deity, but not expecting to find one. His face showed a few injuries, but the man’s dark eyes betrayed no fear, and his armor was barely damaged by their clash. They were mostly evenly matched, which made the battle largely fruitless for both of them. Yet at the same time, she couldn’t back down, just as she knew that Baldwin couldn’t.

      Wordlessly, each of the deities raised their weapons, and Medaea could feel the world rippling as somewhere, far away, other deities clashed. The tragedy of their actions was obvious, yet she knew that there was little choice. So long as the other side didn’t back down, neither could she and her allies.

      Medaea lunged forward at Baldwin, and he yelled loudly as he struck her blade in turn, driving her back as they clashed, the force of their blows destroying anything too close to them. For several long moments they fought, Medaea’s power of healing competing with Baldwin’s sheer durability, then they pulled away from one another for a moment.

      Just as they prepared to clash once more, though, the very aether let out a scream like nothing Medaea had ever felt before, as mana bucked and roiled around them and the ley lines themselves twisted and erupted with power. Baldwin staggered at the same time as Medaea, and both of them looked south in horror. Flames were on the horizon, and Medaea flinched as she saw the very earth itself writhing and buckling.

      Baldwin paused, then spoke at last, his voice deep. “Truce?”

      “Very well.” Medaea replied, and both of them flew south.

      There the memory ended, and Tyria frowned, slowly opening her eyes as she murmured, “What did we see there? It was when the world tree perished… I know that much, but beyond that… I cannot remember.”

      Tyria was standing at the very peak of Beacon, atop the tower which contained the crimson ruby namesake of the city. Below her she could see the immense city that Sistina had built from a mountain, and even now Tyria found herself with mixed feelings about her position and involvement here.

      Part of Tyria knew that, as a goddess, she didn’t belong here. She should return to her domain and take care of problems that had cropped up during her long millennia of sleep. It was the proper thing to do, and yet… she couldn’t. Not with two different churches dedicated to two aspects of who she was. And not with how deeply she was linked to Sistina. Worse, she didn’t want to leave.

      So Tyria studied the city once more, breathing in air steeped in the mana of the dungeon, so palpable to her senses. The way Sistina’s mana was controlled was breathtaking, her domain rippling with the genius loci’s presence and will, yet flowing like a smooth, calm river. None of the mortals in the city could sense it as well as Tyria could, though a handful could come close, Tyria knew. Her gaze fell to the temple of Medaea located just a few hundred feet below her, and Tyria saw that a couple of priestesses were watching her. Their warm regard and whispered prayers brought a smile to the goddess’s lips.

      “I slept for far too long. I was such a fool… I believed that the war would leave me bereft of worshipers. I left them alone, despite their trust in me,” Tyria murmured, chiding herself for what she’d done as Medaea.

      The memories of Demasa, Ikora, and all the other deities who had been lost were still open wounds for her, now that she remembered them properly. Such memories didn’t fade like they would have for mortals, and Tyria… she had slept instead, and hadn’t built new memories to at least ease that pain. It was another mistake, and one which weighed on her. Had she not slept, Sifaren and Yisara would not have suffered as much as they had.

      That self-reproach wasn’t as painful as it had been when Tyria had first managed to recover her memories, but she still didn’t take any pleasure in her knowledge. Many of her worshipers were even more unhappy with the situation than Tyria was as well. She needed to fix it, and the only question was how she’d go about doing so, particularly in a way she could tolerate.

      A tugging sensation pulled Tyria’s gaze away from the city below her, though, and she smiled again as she saw the caravan on the horizon. She could sense the calm power of Archpriestess Nadis of Yisara in the caravan, along with multiple other priestesses as well. Along with them she could feel two others, the ones who’d drawn her attention. Diane and Jaine Yisara had been changed using Tyria’s blood as a catalyst, so she wasn’t surprised she could sense them easily. It was more of a surprise that Diane had accompanied the caravan in returning to Beacon, considering how recently she’d left. The former queen had attended Sistina’s wedding to Phynis and the Jewels, after all.

      “Perhaps it does not matter,” Tyria murmured, and smiled as she spread her wings to take flight, glancing toward the center of the mountains. The Godsrage Mountains were immense, and a tiny part of her wanted to investigate what was at their heart. For good or for ill, that would have to wait.

      First, she needed to inform Queen Phynis of the approaching guests and prepare for the coming discussions between the priesthood of Medaea and Tyria.

      The conference would be… interesting, the goddess suspected.
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      Diamond opened her eyes at the knock, her eyebrows rising slightly as the door opened a moment later. She turned her head, then smiled as she saw Phynis poke her head into the room. The queen’s metallic pink hair was bound back in a braid, and she was wearing an elegant but functional blue dress which suited her darker skin well, but which also told Diamond that Phynis didn’t plan on having any guests today, though the lack of a presence crown was also rather telling.

      “Bright the morning, Phynis,” Diamond said, slowly climbing to her feet. She really shouldn’t kneel on the stone floor of the chapel, but centuries of habit proved hard to break.

      “I’m afraid it really isn’t morning anymore, but the sentiment is appreciated,” Phynis replied, grinning as she took a few steps forward and gave Diamond a gentle kiss. “How are you?”

      The priestess enjoyed the kiss for a moment, hugging Phynis as well. It took a few moments before she broke it off, smiling happily as she did so.

      “Well, on the whole,” Diamond replied, feeling even better after the kiss, then glanced at the stained-glass windows that illuminated the small chapel. “I see it’s rather later than I thought… I didn’t think I’d been in here quite that long.”

      “I do understand. Sometimes I get involved in something, then I wonder where half the day went,” Phynis agreed, her eyes dancing with amusement, her hands resting on Diamond’s hips. “Alas, it appears that we’re both going to have an interesting group of visitors today.”

      “Oh?” Diamond asked, tilting her head curiously, anticipation rising within her. “What do you mean?”

      “I just had a… divine visitation by Tyria,” Phynis began, then paused as Diamond laughed softly, and the queen smiled in amusement. They both knew that using such formal terms regarding Tyria was just Phynis joking, since Tyria all but lived in the palace with them. That still unsettled Diamond at times, but she’d lived under the same roof as Tyria for quite some time before, though the goddess hadn’t gone by that name at the time. She also hadn’t been awake, which did make things rather different.

      “Sorry, you were saying?” Diamond asked, feeling a little guilty about interrupting.

      “I was saying that Tyria visited and politely informed me that we have visitors on the way, and they should be able to reach the palace by an hour before dark,” Phynis said, and her smile faded slightly. “She said that Archpriestess Nadis is among them, so they’re going to arrive a touch sooner than expected.”

      “Ah, I see. That’s… later than I’d prefer, if I’m being honest, since we got our first snow a few days ago,” Diamond said, much of her sense of humor about the situation fading. She was concerned about how the Archpriestess would react to Tyria and everything else in Beacon, since the letters that had been exchanged had often been quite terse so far. She paused for a moment, then hugged Phynis again before asking, “Do we have any idea when High Priestess Elissa is going to arrive?”

      “According to Westgate’s dispatch, she should be here tomorrow or the next day,” Phynis said, then smiled as she added, “There is one thing I’m looking forward to with Archpriestess Nadis arriving, though.”

      “What might that be?” Diamond asked, tilting her head curiously.

      “It seems that at least Lady Diane and Lady Jaine have accompanied them. I suspect Marquis Torkal has escorted them as well, if Lady Diane is with them,” Phynis said, and the explanation abruptly improved Diamond’s mood, even if she had mixed feelings where Lady Diane was concerned.

      Diane, the former queen of Yisara, was a tragic figure in Diamond’s mind. She’d given up her freedom and surrendered to Kelvanis to rescue the abducted heirs of nearly a third of Yisara’s nobles, renouncing her claim on the throne in the process as well as abdicating. As if that wasn’t enough of a sacrifice, then she’d sold herself, body and soul, to a succubus named Wenris in order to save her daughter, Jaine. Wenris was now a demon lord, and though she’d granted Diane a large amount of freedom, the situation always made Diamond wish she could do something for Diane. Unfortunately, their quiet investigations when Diane had visited for the wedding had shown that the former queen’s soul was irrevocably linked to that of Wenris, and even Sistina wasn’t sure how to undo it.

      Lady Jaine, on the other hand, had come through her captivity in astoundingly good shape, and the former princess had taken her change of roles surprisingly well. Some of that was because she’d converted to Tyria’s faith, Diamond knew, but she was mostly happy that the young princess had come out of her captivity mostly intact. Considering the conference coming up, Diamond wasn’t surprised that Jaine had chosen to return as well, and Diamond had enjoyed her conversations with Jaine before. Though given how things were planned to go, Jaine certainly wouldn’t be attending the conference.

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Diamond murmured, smiling warmly. “I was happy to see them at the wedding, but with all the guests it isn’t like we had much of a chance to talk. Do you know why they’re coming?”

      Phynis laughed and shook her head, pulling away as she replied. “Of course not! You know as much as I do, since I got word from Tyria, and you know how she is. As it is, I’ve only told Ruby and Isana about the caravan. Ruby went to let Lirisel and the other Jewels know, while Isana is arranging for appropriate lodging for the guests.”

      “Excellent. That being the case… do you know what Sistina is doing? I’d like to talk to her,” Diamond asked, following Phynis out into the wide, comfortable halls of the palace.

      “Oh? Going to try to convince her to mediate again?” Phynis asked, raising an eyebrow skeptically. “She’s been rather resistant, and isn’t the type to budge.”

      “I know, but if anyone can keep the conference from coming to blows, I think it’d be her,” Diamond said, letting out a soft sigh as she considered how Sistina was likely to reply. She wasn’t looking forward to the conversation with her.

      “I know. Tyria probably will be there, but I’m not sure if she’ll be able to keep the peace, either,” Phynis mused, then shrugged, continuing. “As for Sistina, she’s in her workshop. With Albert.”

      Diamond winced. She considered for a moment, then asked hesitantly, “Do you have any idea what they’re up to this time? I don’t want to interrupt in the middle of something liable to explode. Again.”

      “They apologized and promised to lock the door next time they were working on something like that,” Phynis said, grinning broadly. “I don’t know what they’re up to, this time. I’d come with you, but I need to get some paperwork done and get changed. If we’re going to have the archpriestess arriving today, I should dress appropriately.”

      “True enough. Thank you for coming to tell me,” Diamond said, smiling and giving Phynis another quick kiss.

      “You’re welcome. Good luck with Sistina,” Phynis replied, a grin playing across her lips.

      “I’ll certainly need it,” Diamond muttered, shaking her head as she took a different hallway from Phynis. Considering how stubborn Sistina could be, Diamond didn’t have high hopes of success, but she felt she had to try.

      Sistina’s workshop was at the very back of the palace, in a section of the building with numerous wards built into the walls to reinforce them and guarantee that explosions didn’t reach into the palace, should something go wrong. That rarely made Diamond feel better about things, since in her mind it meant that Sistina expected something to go disastrously wrong at some point.

      The door to the workshop was made of heavy stone, and the numerous runes carved into it were elegant, and they glittered with magic even in full daylight, prompting Diamond to study them again, feeling ever so slightly sour about them. She’d been trying to learn more about enchanting of late, but it was slow-going, and the runes that Sistina used were different than all the ones in the books Diamond was learning from. They weren’t completely different, but sometimes it was hard to tell what purpose Sistina’s runes had. It wasn’t Sistina’s fault, though, so Diamond carefully turned the doorknob, and relaxed as it moved easily.

      “…alright, so we have that much dealt with. What material are you thinking to use for the rails? I’m not an engineer, mind you, but I’ve got a pretty good grasp of the essentials, and you’re talking about a lot of weight.” Albert’s voice was calm, yet slightly eager at the same time. The human’s dark hair was slightly messy, and his eyes were intense as he looked at the chalkboard in consideration. The chalkboard was covered in a diagram that Diamond couldn’t quite figure out, though it had some wheels and what looked like angular boxes as well. There was also a lot of math which she couldn’t understand, especially not at a glance.

      “Steel,” Sistina said simply, her arms crossed in front of her as she examined the chalkboard as well. While Diamond knew it wasn’t Sistina’s true body, she examined her wife in admiration anyway.

      Sistina looked like a dryad, her skin white with the faintest hint of a wood grain to it and possessing a voluptuous figure and the ears of an elf, while she had curly golden hair that reached her knees, gold lips, and penetrating emerald eyes. The dryad was wearing a simple white dress, though one of the straps had fallen off her shoulder again.

      “Steel?” Albert exclaimed, looking over in surprise, and catching a glimpse of Diamond as he did so, but he continued without pausing, his voice incredulous. “You’re talking about a lot of metal, Sistina. Where are you going to get that much steel?”

      “Am a dungeon. Have foundry, too,” Sistina replied shortly, then smiled as she looked over at Diamond. “Morning, Diamond.”

      “You’re dropping words again, Sistina,” Diamond pointed out, smiling widely in turn as she approached and gave Sistina a gentle hug, which the dryad returned eagerly.

      “I can speak with perfect diction when I want to,” Sistina said, her voice smooth and flawless as she leaned forward and kissed Diamond’s cheek, then she pulled away and spoke more simply. “Takes concentration.”

      “I can understand her well enough, anyway. Good… afternoon, Diamond. Is it that late already?” Albert asked, looking out the window with a frown. “We’d probably best find lunch at some point.”

      “Yes, it is that late. I just have to give Sistina some grief for skipping words. We’re trying to get her to be better about that,” Diamond said, then nodded at the chalkboard. “What’s all this about, anyway?”

      Sistina stuck out her tongue at Diamond, then pulled away and tilted her head at Albert, asking the Guildmaster of the Adventurer’s Guild, “Explain?”

      “Certainly!” Albert said, his eyes brightening, and he half-sat on the table as he looked at Diamond and began speaking quickly. “So, since so many people have been frustrated about how hard it is to climb the mountain over the last few months, she’s been looking at different options for a solution.”

      “I understand that. Most horses are somewhat exhausted by the time they reach the top, let alone people,” Diamond murmured, remembering the stairs that led from Sistina’s cavern in the mountain heart to the palace. That was a punishing climb, and one she had to take a bit more often than Diamond would prefer. Even if the exercise was good for her.

      “Exactly. She considered using steam carriages, like the ones the guild uses, but those could wander off, whether by accident or design, and heavens forbid if one lost control and slammed into a house or went off a cliff. We also discussed some of the in-city carriages on rails, along the lines of mine carts, but that would take up a large part of the roads and would require large changes to the city in the process. I’ve seen those before, honestly, and favored the idea, at least at first,” Albert explained, then paused, grinning as he continued. “Then she had an idea after Captain Iceheart yelled at a group of children scaling one of the walls.”

      Diamond winced at the memory of that incident. Beacon’s walls were tall, and there was nothing below them but stone, so if any of the children had fallen they’d almost certainly have died. They might have been able to be revived if they’d been taken to the temples quickly enough, but she hadn’t been happy about the thought to begin with. She nodded slightly, murmuring, “I remember hearing about that… Desa wasn’t happy.”

      “I don’t blame her. Anyway, they were climbing ropes, and coupled with the other ideas, Sistina came up with something slightly different. She’s thinking to create a… carriage that can be hauled up and down a tunnel on rails by a steam engine. A mostly vertical tunnel,” Albert explained eagerly, his eyes bright with excitement. “We’re calling it a lift, since it lifts people. If we can build them inside the mountain, it won’t take additional room, and we can make it stop at several points throughout the city.”

      “I… see. I think I understand, though the idea unsettles me, a little. What if it falls?” Diamond asked, frowning and reaching over to move Sistina’s shoulder strap back into place.

      “Brakes,” Sistina chimed in, smiling at Diamond, and Albert nodded.

      “Yes, we’re taking precautions to make sure if it would fall, there are several sets of brakes that will bring the carriage to a stop. The entire reason I’m involved is that she wants me to check her math and point out problems she might not have noticed,” Albert said, grinning more. “Besides, it’ll let me learn how she does it and give us ways to build similar devices elsewhere.”

      “Fair, I suppose,” Diamond said, a little skeptically. She wasn’t too worried about the idea, not if the two were keeping people’s safety in mind. She’d love to be able to travel through the city more easily, too. She set the thought aside for the moment, though, and focused on Sistina. “I’m afraid that I didn’t come here to ask about your project, though. Sistina, Archpriestess Nadis will be here later today, and High Priestess Elissa will arrive tomorrow or the next. I was curious if you’d changed your mind about mediating?”

      “No,” Sistina said firmly, crossing her arms and shaking her head.

      Diamond suppressed her surge of disappointment and sighed, then spoke again. “May I at least ask why? You’ve been rather firm on this subject.”

      “Yes,” Sistina replied, and frowned, tapping her lip at a slow, measured pace.

      “I can leave if you need me to,” Albert offered, pushing himself off the table, only to have Sistina wave him back down.

      “No need,” Sistina told him, shaking her head. Then she nodded. “Need proper explanation. Give time.”

      Diamond nodded, smiling at Sistina’s attitude as she murmured softly, “Of course.”

      It took a minute, then Sistina finally nodded. When she spoke, it wasn’t in her usual sharp, almost halting manner. It was instead in the focused, carefully enunciated words that Sistina used when she was focusing on speaking properly. It also told Diamond that she was taking this seriously.

      “This meeting is a matter for mortals. I am not mortal, and quite frankly, I am too powerful to sit in on the meeting,” Sistina said, frowning as she spoke. “If I was there, it would be seen as me trying to influence the results. With my link to Tyria, this would complicate matters further, and I do not wish that. In the end, matters of faith are something to be decided by mortals, because they are for mortals. I cannot allow myself to influence that, not in good conscience.”

      “Interesting,” Albert said, looking intrigued as he sat back, watching Diamond and Sistina, tapping the table slowly.

      “I… suppose it makes sense,” Diamond replied and let out a soft sigh of disappointment. “Tyria is going to be there, though.”

      “Tyria is object of faith,” Sistina replied, shrugging as she added, “I am not. Thank all gods for that.”

      “I assume you have a backup plan, since Sistina hasn’t been interested in being a mediator before this,” Albert said, smiling wryly. “I really don’t like the idea, but if all else fails, I could try to help out.”

      “I’m not going to impose on you like that, though the offer is greatly appreciated Master Windgale,” Diamond said, her mood brightening at the offer. She’d found herself growing to like Albert over the last few months of occasional interaction, even if they barely talked most of the time. She probably wouldn’t know him more than distantly if it weren’t for his utter fascination with Sistina, and that would have been unfortunate. She continued her explanation calmly after a moment. “We spoke with the priesthood of Vanir, and they’ve agreed to chair the conference. I expect it’s going to be an unpleasant meeting to start.”

      “I entirely understand why that might be. The situation with Medaea being turned into Tyria… that just sounds messy,” Albert said, running his fingers through his hair as he shook his head. “I’m just as glad not to be involved, to be honest.”

      “I’m hoping it doesn’t come to blows,” Diamond said, sighing heavily, then straightened. “In any case, I’ll let the two of you get back to your math. If it makes it easier to move through the city, you’ll have my profuse thanks.”

      “Oh, believe me, I’m entirely thinking about myself on this one,” Albert replied, grimacing as he added, “You do remember that the guild house is at the bottom of the mountain, yes?”

      “Of course. That would certainly give you motivation to get it right, wouldn’t it?” Diamond said, smiling warmly. Then she looked at Sistina and added, “I hope you have fun, Sistina.”

      “Will try,” Sistina said warmly, hugging Diamond again as she whispered, “Love you.”

      The simple phrase warmed Diamond’s heart and she smiled even more as she turned her head to kiss Sistina in turn, murmuring, “I love you too.”

      Then she headed out to try to get things ready to meet Archpriestess Nadis. They hadn’t met in close to a decade now, and Diamond couldn’t help wondering how it would go. The meeting would certainly be interesting.

      At least High Priestess Elissa wasn’t going to be arriving at the same time.
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      Diane took a breath and shivered, pulling her coat closer. She was incredibly thankful for the gift from Beryl, even if the coat had originally been hers before she’d surrendered to Kelvanis. The enchanted coat made it so she wasn’t too uncomfortable even with the thin layer of snow on the ground, and particularly with the cold air blowing out of the mountains.

      Beside her, Torkal paused as well, the two of them looking up at Beacon. After a few moments he spoke, his voice hushed. “You know, even after spending a few weeks there, looking at Beacon leaves me in awe. It also makes me feel nervous.”

      “What, something about a mountain being turned into a city makes you concerned?” Diane teased gently, smiling warmly at him as she examined Beacon. Truthfully, she didn’t blame him in the slightest.

      Five miles across and a half-mile tall at its center, the city was an incredible fortress, with five walls evenly spaced across its immense height, yet that beauty was softened by canals and waterfalls, as well as the countless buildings, many of which were beautiful. The golems standing silent guard on the walls were somewhat eerie as well, but seeing more people moving along the walls was a welcome change from Diane’s last visit.

      “Yes, it does,” Torkal replied, smiling and giving her a gentle hug. “You’re sure that Queen Phynis will welcome us for the winter?”

      “Of course; she offered to let me visit for as long as I liked last time, and it isn’t like she lacks space,” Diane said, feeling far more at peace than she had since Kelvanis had been defeated, along with the demon queen Irethiel. “Besides, we need to give Beryl space to get Yisara in order.”

      “She didn’t blame you for being there, and it wasn’t your fault how people looked at you,” Torkal replied, frowning slightly as their carriage moved toward the city.

      “I know she didn’t, but that doesn’t change the fact it was causing problems,” Diane said, her voice level. “I refuse to undermine her authority.”

      “Fair, fair,” Torkal said, and he smiled more as he asked, “So, what do you think of her and Sir Lucien?”

      The question made Diane smile as well, and much more warmly than she had before. Sir Reva Lucien had commanded one of the largest armies of Sifaren during the recent war, and he’d interacted with her daughter, Queen Beryl, during their campaign to aid Slaid Damrung in reclaiming Kelvanis and ending the majority of chaos in the human nation. How well the two got along had startled Diane, especially after how many suitors Beryl had rejected. Perhaps she should have realized sooner that her headstrong daughter would be more interested in a skilled warrior, but that was water under the bridge at this point.

      “I think that she could do far, far worse than Sir Lucien. The biggest problem is what would happen with his father’s earldom if things work out between them,” Diane said, then smiled as she added, “Happily, neither you nor I have to worry about that anymore. It’s Beryl’s problem.”

      “True enough,” Torkal agreed, smiling still more. Then his smile faded and he nodded ahead of them, at the wall of their carriage and the one that was leading the way, asking, “How do you think the Archpriestess is reacting?”

      “Probably better than we might expect, after her conversations with Jaine,” Diane said, though it was hard to keep smiling. The revelations about Tyria had caused quite a bit of chaos in Yisara, which worried her. Hopefully Jaine was helping to keep Nadis from overreacting.
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      “That… is an excessively large city. I heard all the descriptions, but none of them can do it justice,” Archpriestess Nadis said, and Jaine nodded, looking at the city in admiration.

      “I agree. I couldn’t believe my eyes the first time I saw Beacon,” Jaine said, smiling and leaning over to get a better look through the window. “It also looks busier than it was before. More people must have arrived over the summer.”

      “You’re likely right. Considering what I’ve heard of the mage academy and many other things, I would be surprised if there weren’t more people in Beacon,” Nadis agreed, sitting back and steepling her hands thoughtfully. “The only question is whether that is for good or for ill.”

      “I can agree with that. I don’t think that Queen Phynis or Sistina have anything bad planned for anyone else, but this is going to change things,” Jaine said, a hint of worry making its way through her.

      Ever since Jaine had returned to Yisara with her mother, aside from when they’d come to Phynis’s wedding with the Jewels and Sistina, she’d spent a great deal of time with the priesthood of Medaea as they grappled with what had happened to their goddess. During that time, Jaine had ended up spending quite a bit of time with the archpriestess and had grown to know her reasonably well.

      The archpriestess was beautiful, as most priestesses of Medaea were. She had a slightly darker bronze skin than most dawn elves, though not as dark as Jaine’s honey-gold skin, her hair was a strawberry blonde color that reached the middle of her back, and she had bright blue eyes that were quite piercing. The priestess was wearing a warm set of robes, along with her holy symbol of Medaea and the ring of the archpriestess of the faith.

      The problem was that the archpriestess was quite reserved and figuring out exactly what she was thinking was difficult at the best of times, and these weren’t those. Nadis had asked Jaine questions, dozens of them if not hundreds, and she was obviously interested in what had occurred with Tyria, but beyond that… Jaine didn’t know what she was thinking. If it weren’t for the aspect that Tyria had been able to directly answer several of Nadis’s prayers, Jaine suspected that the archpriestess would have refused to believe that Tyria had once been Medaea. It made the upcoming meeting fraught with peril, from Jaine’s perspective, and she was worried about what was going to happen.

      “Perhaps they don’t, but even the best of intentions can lead to unexpected consequences,” Nadis murmured, tilting her head. “I am curious about what effect the city will have on the world. For the moment, we can but wait.”

      “Agreed,” Jaine said, then smiled as she added, “I look forward to introducing you to Lily, though. She’s just a gardener, but I think she did more than anyone else in Beacon to help me relax.”

      “Indeed? Well, I look forward to meeting her as well,” Nadis said, smiling slightly.

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Jaine said, glancing out at the city again, just before the carriage turned a corner that made it so she couldn’t see much of it through the windows.

      Soon they’d reach the city, and Jaine was looking forward to seeing the people there again. She’d made a lot of friends in Beacon after fleeing Westgate that summer, and the thought of seeing them excited Jaine. That, and where else could she see her goddess in person?
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      “Welcome to Beacon, Archpriestess,” Captain Desa Iceheart said, bowing her head courteously as Archpriestess Nadis stepped out of the carriage. Jaine Yisara had preceded her, but Desa had only spared a moment to smile warmly at the young woman before focusing on the more important guest, at least for the moment.

      Desa wasn’t happy with the conference that Beacon was preparing to host. The situation with Medaea becoming Tyria could cause a religious war and having two opposing churches meeting in Beacon as a sort of neutral ground… well, it was one of those things that made her sleep a little less soundly.

      “Thank you,” the Archpriestess replied calmly, looking around the square with obvious interest.

      Three steel-skinned golems were helping secure a perimeter around the ten carriages that had carried the priestesses and other guests, and beyond them were dozens of people, many of them dawn or dusk elves who were pausing to get a better look as they went about their business.

      “May I ask who you are?” Nadis asked after a moment, then added, “Also, might I know why we’re stopped at the base of the city? I was told that the temple of Medaea is much farther up the mountainside.”

      “Ah, my apologies, my name is Desa Iceheart, and I’m the captain of Queen Phynis’s Royal Guard,” Desa said, bowing more deeply, then smiled as she straightened again. “As for the temple, you’re correct. However, you’ve had a long journey, and the horses drawing your carriages are doubtlessly fatigued. As such, we find that having fresh mounts to draw lighter carriages through the city is a faster way of reaching the city’s heights. I’m told that lodging next to the temple of Medaea has been prepared for you and your companions as well, Archpriestess.”

      “Ah, very well,” Nadis said, smiling slightly as she nodded and murmured, “I’m pleased to make your acquaintance, Captain. May I ask if my… counterpart has arrived yet?”

      Desa felt just a hint more trepidation at the woman’s slightly chillier tone, but shook her head as she replied. “She has not. I’m told that she should arrive tomorrow or the next day, weather permitting.”

      “I see. Now, where might these other carriages be?” Nadis asked, looking around curiously, almost imperceptibly relaxing.

      “They should be coming out of the stables over there any moment,” Desa explained, gesturing toward the large stables that were near the entrance of the city. More priestesses had stepped out of other carriages, as had Diane and Torkal Yisara, showing that the message Phynis had sent Desa was accurate.

      The archpriestess didn’t reply, simply folding her arms and waiting patiently as several acolytes rushed to pull out luggage. Carriages started emerging from the stable, these ones lighter and designed for the roads of Beacon, and Desa was relieved to see them.

      In the meantime she studied Diane, Jaine, and Torkal again, always intrigued by how the two women had changed. Diane and Jaine looked more like sisters than mother and daughter, though Diane’s bronzed skin was lighter than most dawn elves, while Jaine’s was dark, almost honey-colored. Both had golden hair, though Jaine’s had crimson highlights, and their eyes were purple, with one of Diane’s eyes lighter than the other. Each had a starburst of purple in the middle of their foreheads, and they were warmly dressed for travel. Conversely, Torkal was tall and rangy, leaner than most dawn elf men Desa had known, and about as tall as most dusk elves. His hair was a sandy blond, and he had piercing blue eyes as he looked around the square, a sword at his side, just visible through his open trench coat.

      “It’s good to see you, Captain Iceheart,” Diane said, approaching at a slow pace and smiling. “How is Lady Dayrest?”

      “It’s good to see you here, if somewhat surprising, Lady Diane,” Desa replied warmly, conscious of how Nadis was watching her as she smiled at the two guests and Jaine. “I had expected Jaine to come for the conference, but you and the Marquis are something of a surprise. As for Isana, she’s busy but doing well. I believe she’s preparing lodging for the three of you, should you wish to stay separately from the priesthood of Medaea.”

      “That’s very appreciated,” Torkal said, smiling at Desa in obvious appreciation. “I’m sorry for dropping in on you without notice, but we decided to join the caravan at the last moment.”

      “Which doesn’t excuse us for not having sent word ahead, perhaps. My apologies, Captain,” Diane added, a touch contritely.

      “I think they just wanted to avoid any accidental formality, considering Mother’s current position,” Jaine interjected, grinning as Desa smiled.

      “Ah, much is explained. It isn’t an issue, though,” Desa said, smiling a little more warmly at them, her sympathy growing. “Her Majesty said that you were welcome to stay in Beacon if you chose, or to visit when you wished to, and that offer hasn’t been revoked. I think she’d be scolded by Sistina if she did revoke it… or at least be the subject of a disappointed look.”

      “Indeed? Is… Sistina going to be involved in the conference, then?” Nadis asked, drawing Desa’s attention to her again, and Desa found it harder to maintain her smile at the slight edge to the woman’s voice.

      “Not to my knowledge,” Desa replied, letting her smile fade more gradually. “That isn’t to say she’ll be completely out of the way… she is married to the Jewels as well as Phynis, after all. However, from everything I’ve seen, she’s been carefully avoiding having to deal directly with any part of Medaea or Tyria’s churches that involves faith. She enjoys the company of any of the priesthood who I’ve seen visit, but that’s as far as things go.”

      Nadis nodded slightly, and Desa studied her posture curiously. It was obvious that Archpriestess Nadis had a lot of experience in public and keeping her emotions hidden, since Desa couldn’t see much of her feelings. Desa had a lot of experience in formal situations, though, so she did see a few hints, and it looked to her like Nadis was relieved.

      “Indeed? I hadn’t realized she wasn’t involved. I’d almost thought that she’d be more heavily involved in the conference, since it is in Beacon,” Diane said, blinking in surprise.

      “I’m fairly certain that Tyria will be able to help keep the peace, at least to some degree,” Desa said, relaxing slightly. “Not that she’s the only one. I’ve heard the Jewels talking over the last few weeks, and it sounds like they’ve asked one of the other faiths in the city to mediate for the conference.”

      “Ahh,” Jaine murmured, her eyes lighting up. She looked like she was about to ask another question, but one of the carriages pulled up next to them at that moment.

      “Here we are,” Desa said, smiling warmly as she gestured to the carriage. “I’d suggest the four of you go ahead of the others while we get your luggage organized and up to your lodging.”

      “Thank you, Captain,” Archpriestess Nadis said, then got into the carriage carefully, the others quickly following.

      “Indeed, thank you very much,” Diane said, smiling warmly at Desa, which improved the captain’s mood a little. Diane looked much happier than she had earlier that year when she’d taken refuge in Beacon.

      “You’re all quite welcome. I hope your stay in Beacon is pleasant,” Desa replied, nodding to them. She stepped away so the driver could get moving and watched the carriage go for a moment, six of her best men and women escorting the carriage. It wouldn’t do to have someone as important as the archpriestess attacked.

      Then Desa turned to the rest of the chaos and sighed, stepping forward to get things organized properly. She was incredibly thankful that the two priesthoods weren’t arriving on the same day. That would be awkward.
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      “Medaea’s archpriestess arrived,” Erin said, just a few moments after closing the door behind her. Her voice was quiet, but it carried through the small room quite well.

      Alexander looked up from the board game and blinked, looking at the plain brunette for a moment, then smiled. “Indeed? How was her security?”

      “Surprisingly heavy. Medaea never had many knights, but I saw eight of them with her, and her robes bore subtle but strong defensive enchantments,” Erin replied, frowning as she leaned against the door. “Beacon’s security detail for them was disconcertingly heavy as well, as the captain of the royal guard came to meet her along with several golems and other guards, and the carriage assigned to the archpriestess and several royals had heavy defensive spells as well. I’m not certain where they’re going to be lodged yet, but I’d be surprised if they weren’t well defended there, too.”

      “I wish I could say that I was surprised,” Alexander murmured, shaking his head and considering, then he carefully moved one of his pieces across the board. Bane scowled at the move, frowning as Alexander limited his options.

      “What about the other faith? I heard that the church dedicated to Tyria was coming as well,” Bane rumbled, running a hand over his bare head, then he moved a piece, wiping the smile from Alexander’s face as he realized his own move had left a narrow but dangerous opening. One that Bane was exploiting.

      “I caught enough of the conversation to know they’re just a day or two away from Beacon,” Erin explained, her smile widening.

      “Indeed? That’s good news!” Alexander said, smiling broadly as he looked away from the board. “Is Umira in position?”

      “She should be,” Erin said, shrugging. “I haven’t gotten any messages indicating that she’s been forced to move.”

      “Excellent. Let her know that she’s allowed to strike at her discretion,” Alexander said, smiling more broadly. He didn’t have any personal grudge against either church, but Alexander was resigned to following orders, and he did like it when things went according to plan.

      Erin smiled at that and nodded, pushing away from the door. “I’ll let her know right away. This mission has been boring so far, anyway.”

      “Just don’t get yourself caught,” Bane said, sitting back in his chair. “We’re playing a dangerous game, with everyone present in Beacon.”

      “I know that. I’m the one who has to go into more dangerous areas, after all,” Erin retorted, then opened the door and was gone.

      Alexander sighed and shook his head, scowling as he looked at Bane, and the other man’s brown eyes were steady as they met his own. After a moment Alexander spoke. “You know, I really wish that we had more options for trying to get close to the rulers here. Having to rely on Erin and second-hand information is… grating. I’m used to being able to get close in person.”

      “Most places have more than twenty percent of the palace staff and nobility as men,” Bane said, looking surprisingly calm. “The dungeon also complicates things, since we can’t safely enter the palace at all, let alone spy on them. I just hope that this conference they have planned isn’t inside the palace.”

      “You and me both,” Alexander said, grimacing at the thought. “Assuming it goes off at all.”

      “True, true,” Bane agreed, then smiled. “Now, are you going to move or not? I’d like to see you get out of this trap.”

      Alexander looked down at the board and scowled, looking at the positioning of the different pieces unhappily. After a few moments he spoke tartly. “You’re way too clever for your own good, you know. Was that move I took advantage of just part of your trap?”

      “Pretty much. I was more worried that you wouldn’t spot it, with Erin distracting you,” Bane agreed, smiling broadly.

      “Damn it. Well, let’s see if I can get out of this,” Alexander muttered, looking at the board intently. “One of these days I’m going to beat you legitimately.”

      “I’ll look forward to it,” Bane replied with a chortle.

      He never should have trusted the big man, Alexander reflected, but he couldn’t help a smile. At least Bane was a good friend, as Alexander had few enough of those. Maybe Bane would even survive longer than the others had.
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      “Welcome to Beacon, Your Holiness,” Lirisel said, bowing her head and holding the position. To say that she wasn’t nervous would be an outright lie considering the situation, and Lirisel wasn’t inclined to lie to herself. Even if she did wish that someone else was in charge right this moment.

      Lirisel had been chosen as the current high priestess in Beacon in a brief message from Nadis after they’d restored communications with Yisara the previous spring, and Lirisel wasn’t entirely sure why she hadn’t been replaced yet. She’d almost expected the archpriestess to replace her as soon as the dust had settled, considering how Lirisel and all the other priesthood of Medaea had failed to protect their goddess from Kelvanis.

      “Rise, Lirisel,” Nadis said, her voice even and clear. They were in the chapel of Medaea, and Lirisel straightened, relaxing slightly as she saw how the archpriestess was looking around the room in approval. After a moment she continued. “I must say, the temple is impressive. It’s in the perfect position to greet the dawn, and I’ve rarely seen one so well kept, or with such lovely stained glass.”

      “Thank you, Your Holiness. While I cannot take credit for the position, all the priestesses drew up the plans for the temple together, and we’ve taken pains to ensure that it doesn’t fall into disrepair,” Lirisel replied, smiling warmly at the praise. “I made certain to have everyone look it over again prior to your arrival, but nothing more than minor issues were found.”

      “That’s good to hear,” the archpriestess said, nodding and slowly walking down the center of the chapel toward the altar. Lirisel accompanied her, and after a moment Nadis asked, “Did Sistina build the temple, then? That was what the reports I received said, but I wanted to ask in person.”

      “That’s right. She originally offered last fall, if I’m remembering right… it took a few weeks for us to figure out what we wanted, and she built the temple underground, and adjusted things until it was what we wanted,” Lirisel confirmed, gesturing around toward the upper reaches of the temple, particularly at the airy expanse of it and how many of the support pillars were made of stone. “That said, not everything is of her construction anymore. We needed more pews after the city was built, and she didn’t have the time or mana to create them for us. We had those commissioned from some of the local craftsmen, and they’ve done an admirable job of assisting us.”

      “Interesting. Did the local craftsmen make your clothing? I don’t believe I’ve seen that particular type of fabric before,” Nadis asked, looking down at Lirisel’s robes.

      “Ah, these? They did, though the materials are from the farms below the city,” Lirisel said, hesitating before she continued. “Miss Iris called it a satin weave, and it’s quite comfortable.”

      “Interesting,” Nadis murmured, and stopped before the altar. She examined it for several moments, then slowly knelt before the altar to pray.

      Lirisel quickly followed suit, though she was careful not to lower herself too quickly. The last time she had, her knees had been extremely uncomfortable for hours, though that was mostly because Lirisel had refrained from healing them as a reminder to be more careful. Closing her eyes, Lirisel took a long moment to pray, the soft sound of bells from the city below them echoing through the chapel as well.

      When she heard the archpriestess stand, Lirisel quickly opened her eyes and climbed to her feet as well. She glanced over and blinked, seeing a troubled expression on Nadis’s face for the first time.

      “You have interacted with Tyria more than any of the priesthood outside of Beacon, is that correct?” Nadis asked, looking at Lirisel closely.

      “Yes, though my encounters with her haven’t been common,” Lirisel agreed, caution shadowing her thoughts, though she tried to keep her tone more upbeat. “The Jewels have spoken with her a great deal more than I have, but I understand if you don’t wish to ask them. Diamond told me early on that their situation was such that she expected not to be considered part of the priesthood anymore.”

      “Diamond. Such a… no, it was not her choice. I should not judge Visna,” Nadis said, shaking her head firmly, to Lirisel’s surprise, and the archpriestess continued after a moment. “The number of our priesthood who were hurt or violated by Kelvanis’s old regime are more numerous than I care to think about. Even now we’re seeking those who were taken and trying to retrieve them from captivity.”

      “Of course. I’ve heard that some were sold to slave traders across the sea,” Lirisel said, her eyes darkening as she thought about what might have happened to other priestesses in Medaea’s service. “I can hardly imagine what happened to them.”

      “Fortunately or not, the Archon seems to have wished to keep most of the slaves in or near Kelvanis,” Nadis said, her tone scathing as she referred to the former ruler of Kelvanis, Archon Ulvian Sorvos. “That helps with the search, and I’m gratified that King Damrung is doing what he can to assist us in our search. However, that wasn’t what I was going to speak to you about.”

      “Of course, Your Holiness. My apologies,” Lirisel said, feeling chastened as she looked down.

      “Don’t apologize, I was the one who changed the subject,” Nadis scolded gently, surprising Lirisel into looking up, and the priestess blinked at the slight smile on Nadis’s face as the woman continued. “You’ve been through much, and you don’t deserve to be chided due to my own misgivings. Now, as to Tyria. Despite every prayer and conversation with a few of your fellow priestesses who returned to Yisara, or with Lady Jaine, I find myself… I wish to hear from you. How has she interacted with you? Are you certain she was once Medaea?”

      “I… I believe I understand, Your Holiness,” Lirisel replied, a sense of relief rushing through her, and she straightened, looking her superior in the eyes. “As for speaking with me, Tyria asked me about who I was, and why I came to worship Medaea. She didn’t talk much, but when I’ve spoken to her, she’s been… reserved, I suppose. She listens closely, occasionally asking questions, but I’ve noticed how concerned she is. Some of the priestesses say that she often flies up to the top of the palace spire and stands there for hours in the wind, while other times she retreats to within the mountain, where Irethiel was defeated.

      “If anything, I believe that at first she was even more concerned than you are that she might not be Medaea. I had a conversation with the demon named Wenris, the one who claimed to have sabotaged the Archon’s attempt to corrupt her fully, and she claimed that what she did caused Medaea’s memories to be suppressed.” Lirisel paused, then looked down as she continued. “All that said, am I certain? Of course not. I never saw Her, before the attack on the temple. However, Diamond claims that while they changed her hair and lips, she recognized Medaea’s face in Tyria’s. I suppose Diamond could have had her memories of Medaea’s face altered, but she never interacted with the Archon. I don’t see how that could have happened. So while I’m uncertain, I’ve chosen to believe her.”

      “Interesting, though not what I wanted to hear,” Nadis murmured, looking up at the stained glass, a troubled look on her face. “I’d like certainty to work off of, yet that isn’t something we’re allowed, is it? No matter what we choose, many of the faith are going to be shaken or worse.”

      “You’re likely correct, Archpriestess,” Lirisel agreed, looking down at the floor unhappily.

      The door behind them creaked, and Lirisel looked back, only to smile as she saw the brilliant green tresses of Emerald, as the woman stepped inside, then froze in place. The other priestess was wearing a light green outfit that matched her hair, but her green eyes widened as her gaze fixed on Nadis. A moment later she quickly bowed her head and curtsied.

      “Archpriestess Nadis! My apologies, I didn’t expect you to be here already,” Emerald said, a bit of anxiety in her voice. “I’d expected you to be at the manor, still.”

      “Greetings, Emerald… or Olivia, I believe your name was?” Nadis replied, a smile playing across her lips, though Lirisel thought it was somewhat mirthless.

      For her part Emerald blinked as she rose, tilting her head as she replied hesitantly. “Yes… I do believe that was it. I’ve just grown so used to Emerald at this point that even with the changes to my mind fixed, that’s what I like going by. I really wish that my memories hadn’t been altered, but there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      “May I ask what brought you here, Emerald?” Lirisel asked quickly, trying to change the subject to something more pleasant, rather than Kelvanis’s enslavement of the Jewel.

      “Of course! Phynis sent me to invite you to dinner tonight, and Ruby was going to your manor, Archpriestess. I suspect she’ll be along shortly, assuming she learns that you’ve come here,” Emerald said, looking much more poised, now. She smiled shyly as she added, “It’s an invitation for you and whomever you’d like to bring with you, Archpriestess.”

      “Indeed? And whom might I expect to be present?” Nadis asked, looking at Emerald speculatively.

      “Well, High Priestess Lirisel if she agrees, of course, along with Queen Phynis, Sistina, Diamond, Amethyst, Ruby, Opal, Topaz, Sapphire, and me,” Emerald said, pausing as she considered, then added, “I suppose it’s possible that Desa will join us, but that’s really rare. I think Phynis is planning to invite Diane and Jaine a different night.”

      “Who might Desa be?” Nadis asked, pausing for a moment and frowning. “I would have sworn that I heard the name, but I can’t place it.”

      “That would be Captain Iceheart, Archpriestess,” Lirisel interjected softly. “She’s a close friend of the Queen.”

      “I see. Now that I think of it, she did introduce herself, but I managed to forget her given name. Well, I believe I would like to bring two attendants with me, but would be otherwise quite interested to attend the dinner,” Nadis said after a moment, then looked at Lirisel curiously. “Will you be attending as well?”

      “I believe so,” Lirisel agreed at the obvious implication that she should do so. Looking at Emerald, she smiled and added, “Thank you for the invitation, and please extend my thanks to Her Majesty.”

      “Of course, and—ah, Ruby!” Emerald’s voice cut off as Ruby entered, the other woman in plain white robes rather than Emerald’s more elaborate outfit, but which made her glittering red hair even more eye-catching. Emerald continued a moment later. “As you can see, I caught the Archpriestess here, and she’s accepted the invitation.”

      “Indeed? That’s good to hear, Archpriestess Nadis. It’s also lovely to see that you are doing well,” Ruby said, giving a half-bow, then straightening as she smiled. “I do believe it’s been quite some time since we last met.”

      “That it has… about thirteen years, I believe,” Nadis replied, smiling slowly. “You needed to discuss the budget for the temple, as I recall.”

      “That’s right. I remember it was… an interesting conversation, and you weren’t thrilled to hear that some of the funds had been siphoned off by one of the other temples,” Ruby agreed, and Lirisel’s eyebrows rose abruptly.

      “That doesn’t sound good,” Emerald commented softly, and Nadis laughed.

      “Oh, most definitely not. Priestess Malan was stripped of her position and sent to a rather spartan monastery in southern Yisara for that trespass. She has another seven years before I’ll consider her requests to transfer to another temple,” Nadis explained, relaxing still more, then her smile faded. “That was just before Kelvanis’s first invasion… would that we’d always been able to focus on such petty matters.”

      “I entirely agree,” Ruby said, smiling and looking to Emerald. “That said, we’d best return to the palace and inform Isana how many guests to expect. She’ll appreciate additional time to prepare.”

      “She always does,” Emerald agreed, and sighed before curtsying to Nadis again. “We’ll see you this eve, Archpriestess!”

      “That we will,” Nadis said, looking amused as the two women walked toward the doors. Once they were gone, she remained silent, and Lirisel waited patiently. Eventually Nadis spoke, her tone amused. “At least she hasn’t changed. Ruby always was the most responsible priestess in the temple, at least that I know of. Though their hair and eyes… it has to be seen to be believed.”

      “True enough. Ruby always did keep things running smoothly back at the temple. I never realized just how much she did until she was taken away,” Lirisel admitted, shrugging uncomfortably as she realized that Nadis had been subtly checking to see if Ruby truly was who she claimed to be. “With the six highest-ranking priestesses gone, I had to shoulder a lot of duties that I had little experience with. We managed, though.”

      “That you did. Now, I believe that I should return to the manor to prepare for the dinner, and you should do the same,” Nadis said, smiling at Lirisel as she added, “I’m glad I have the opportunity to settle in without having to worry about the priesthood of Tyria just yet. No matter how much I’ve spoken with Lady Jaine, I can’t help feeling uneasy about them.”

      “I don’t blame you. There are a few priests and priestesses of Tyria in the city, with a small chapel they tend to, but they’ve kept a low profile, despite her being in the city,” Lirisel said, then bowed her head. “I won’t keep you, Archpriestess. I look forward to joining you for dinner tonight.”

      “I’ll see you then. May you walk in light, Lirisel,” Nadis said, laying a hand on Lirisel’s head for a moment, and Lirisel felt the blessing wash through her like a refreshing breeze.

      “Thank you, Archpriestess,” Lirisel replied, and watched the woman go, a smile flitting across her lips. Despite everything, the chance to see the archpriestess in person was a blessing all on its own.

      However, after a few moments Lirisel shook off her distraction and headed for her quarters. If she was going to dine with the queen and the archpriestess, she wanted to be as close to immaculate as she could manage.
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      The cold tried to bite at Elissa’s fingertips as she touched the window, but it couldn’t find purchase, and instead the traces of frost slowly melted where she was touching.

      Tyria’s fire blazed within Elissa, banishing the cold from her body, and she slowly breathed in and out, half-meditating to stabilize her emotions. Despite everything Elissa had done to mitigate it, the last several months had been chaos, and the amount of destruction within Kelvanis’s borders was incalculable. At Tyria’s command she’d done her best to reduce the violence, and Elissa knew that she had helped and would have even without the order, but nothing could truly stop it. Not when abused slaves had abruptly been freed, some of whom had been violent criminals in poorly guarded work camps, or when thousands of orcs abruptly lost their paymasters.

      Slaid Damrung had done a lot to gain the support of the common folk of Kelvanis in that time, though, and had started in the area where his family had once ruled. The last months had allowed him to take control of the nation, though there were still two former Adjudicators at large and several pockets of resistance. Elissa wasn’t happy with leaving all of that behind to attend a conference, but it was necessary.

      “My goddess needs us to come to terms now, not when it’s convenient for us,” Elissa murmured softly.

      “High Priestess?” Ollie asked, his voice pleasant. Elissa smiled at the recently ordained priest and shook her head at the sandy-haired man.

      “It’s nothing, Ollie. Just… thinking about everything we have yet to do,” Elissa said, pulling her fingers away from the window.

      “As you say,” he agreed, nodding and smiling wryly as he continued. “There is an immense amount to do back in Kelvanath, isn’t there?”

      “That’s putting it mildly,” Elissa replied, almost grinning at his comment.

      Instead of speaking further, Elissa continued to meditate on the fire within her. The blessing of Tyria was dangerous, but it also was a soothing reminder of what she’d promised the goddess. No matter what came, Elissa would remain faithful to Tyria. Even if Tyria became something other than she was now.
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      Umira watched through the spyglass as the caravan moved slowly along the road between Westgate and Beacon, mildly annoyed by what she was seeing. The caravan wasn’t quite as large or ornate as the one which had carried the archpriestess of Medaea, but despite that, this caravan looked like it had even more guards, which meant that her chances of eliminating the high priestess weren’t good.

      “Not that I’d be doing it in person, anyway,” Umira murmured, studying the three carriages, one of which appeared to be filled with luggage and supplies. Two dozen guards were more than she’d planned for, but she wasn’t the one taking the risk.

      She shrugged and collapsed the spyglass, stowing it as she watched the caravan approach still closer to the forest, then pulled out her whistle. While the situation might not be ideal, she didn’t have time to adjust plans. Instead she blew on the whistle, and a warbling sound rose from it.

      A moment later, just as a couple of the guards were starting to react, an orb of fire erupted from the forest and launched at the lead carriage. Umira paused for a moment to watch the ball of fire detonate and the horses began screaming in panic as the carriage caught on fire. An instant later the raiders erupted from their hiding places.

      “Good enough. Now it’s time to leave,” Umira said, smiling as she slid backward before standing, making sure not to silhouette herself against the sky. Glancing up, she added, “Good luck, Feldan. You’re going to need it.”

      Then she headed toward her horse to make her own exit, whistling softly as she went. The attack either would or wouldn’t work, and she honestly didn’t care which. Either way, it would help accomplish their goals.
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      Feldan Soarlik cursed under his breath, wondering why he’d thought that attacking the caravan was such a good idea. He quickly wove a spell, hastily twisting his fingers through the gestures and speaking the incantation to send several bolts of fire streaking out toward the guards clashing with his men and women.

      “Damn it!” Feldan swore angrily as two of the targets dodged his attacks, and the third took the brunt of a blast, but the bolt splashed uselessly off the man’s enchanted armor.

      The attack had seemed to go well to begin with, and the carriage that Feldan had hit with the fireball was still burning, the flames rising higher despite the attempts of several guards to put them out. Their attempts were complicated by the distraction of Feldan’s people, as the thirty attackers were fighting ferociously in their attempt to finish off the high priestess.
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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.
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