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      For a long time, I never thought I’d manage to write even the first book of Through the Fire. I’d tried to write the story a bunch of times, and each time I failed to get more than a dozen pages into the story. That was long before I wrote Ancient Ruins, though, and after I’d written Down with the Queen, I wanted to return to the fantasy world which had been my labor of love for years. That’s when I decided to give The Avatar’s Flames a try again… and this time I was able to keep going.

      The resulting story was close to what I imagined going in. I knew what the broad strokes would be, but the details surprised me at times. See, I build the characters for their roles, and sometimes their reactions surprise me. I’m proud of the series, but in hindsight there are some things I wish I’d done differently.

      Those of you who’ve read the original trilogy will find the story largely unchanged. Some of the first few chapters have been moved to a side story in the back of the volume, and I’ve gone over the story again. But for now, I hope that everyone can enjoy the story.

      Sincerely,

      Benjamin Medrano
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      The sun felt wonderful against Ruethwyn’s skin, and the breeze was just strong enough to offset the sun’s heat. The breeze also brought both the scent of flowers and the sound of laughter and music to her ears, but Ruethwyn didn’t need the sound to know that others were enjoying themselves. From where she was sitting, on a bench by the library, Ruethwyn could see that well enough as she pretended to read her book.

      It was hard to tear her gaze away from Anara as the gold-haired elf danced in the town square, to the delight of both her teachers and a couple of her friends. Anara was graceful and beautiful, her movements as fluid as a stream as she moved in time to the music, and it would’ve been difficult for Ruethwyn to look away from the dancer even if she’d wanted to.

      Ruethwyn didn’t want to, though. She’d liked Anara for better than a decade, but every time she’d tried to find the words to tell the older woman, Ruethwyn’s words had frozen on her lips. It didn’t help that she was almost an outcast in their generation, as Ruethwyn was the only one learning sorcery from Sinera. She wouldn’t be surprised if Anara didn’t even know Ruethwyn’s name, though it was doubtful. The town was too small for Ruethwyn’s name to never come up.

      So instead she watched and longed to find the words to speak to Anara. Ruethwyn couldn’t help but hope that she’d be able to do so when they joined the caravan to head to the capital in a few weeks. If she didn’t… well, Anara would be joining a conservatory to learn song and dance properly, while Ruethwyn would be going to Tyrness Academy to learn magic. The chances of them happening to meet again would be slim, and Ruethwyn was determined to avoid allowing that to happen.

      With the sound of the laughter, it took Ruethwyn a surprisingly long time to notice that the sounds of birds had vanished, and that the forest around them had gone silent. It was when the sun began to fade away that Ruethwyn looked upward, blinking in surprise. She’d thought the sky would be clear that morning.

      The massive swirl of clouds looked almost like someone had drawn them inward over the town, and Ruethwyn closed her book and stood as she glanced around, the music and dancing no longer echoing through the town square, and her lips thinned at the sight of obvious magic.

      Mellesyn wasn’t a large village, and on a normal day, she could see all the way to the mill on the edge of town without too much trouble. Instead, it was like a fog had drifted in and shrouded the buildings, which were only twenty paces away. It surrounded the others as well, and Ruethwyn could hear the murmurs of confusion and fear from the group around Anara.

      The first scream echoed from out in the fog and Ruethwyn spun in its direction, quickly setting her book on the bench as she searched for the source. The sound had been oddly muffled, and as she saw movement in the shadows, Ruethwyn tensed.

      Immel Fairlyn staggered out of the mist, clutching his shoulder, and Ruethwyn’s eyes went wide as she saw the stain of red around the arrow buried in his shoulder. The smith’s eyes were wide, and he opened his mouth to say something just as a dozen more figures emerged from the mist.

      An elven man wearing a dark-hued steel breastplate brought down his sword savagely into Immel’s back, dropping the man to the ground with a spray of blood as Ruethwyn froze in shock, her eyes going huge as she looked down at the fallen man. Her heart almost seemed to stop as more screams echoed through the village, along with a few clatters of metal on metal as she saw that the dozen figures were men and women, primarily humans and elves who all wore similar armor.

      Anara’s scream finally broke Ruethwyn out of her shock and she began calling on her magic, drawing it from her mana core and outward as she prepared her spells. The words were just coming to her lips when another voice broke the silence, the firm incantation echoing through the clearing like thunder.

      An instant later, lightning lanced out past Ruethwyn in a brilliant flash and arced between the dozen soldiers with a thunderous crack. In its wake, they fell to the ground and Ruethwyn turned, relief flooding her as she saw the caster, flickers of electricity still dancing around her hands.

      Sinera stood firmly in place, her eyes intense as she glanced around the clearing. With one hand, she pushed her braided hair back and she spoke suddenly. “Rue, gather the others and get them into the escape tunnel. You need to get out of here, now.”

      “What? Why?” Ruethwyn exclaimed, her eyes going wide as she stepped closer. “You just dealt with a dozen of them easily! I could help!”

      “You don’t understand, Rue! You’ve no combat experience and those were Shadowguard. If they’re here, that means—” Sinera said hotly, but there was a sudden, immense burst of wind from behind Ruethwyn and the sound of wings. The sorceress’s eyes went wide and she cried out. “Run, Rue!”

      Ruethwyn heard the sound of something immense inhaling and had only begun to turn when Sinera grabbed her and shoved her to Ruethwyn’s left, and the world exploded around her.

      A blast of immense heat hit Ruethwyn’s back all along the right side, and she saw a flash of light through her right eye before her vision vanished. Suddenly, she couldn’t feel almost anything above her leg on that side, and what she could feel was… indescribable. The sheer pain down the middle of her back and across her skull was incredible, though it seemed to dull as she began to fall.

      Through her left eye, Ruethwyn was able to see part of what happened. As she hit the ground, Sinera vanished into a torrent of golden-white flames that then washed over the immense tree containing the library. The bark of the ancient tree smoldered for an instant before it ignited, then the jet of fire vanished and a deep, booming laugh rolled over Ruethwyn. She barely noticed, watching in horror as a blackened, charred corpse that was little more than bones collapsed where her teacher had been.

      “Pathetic.” The immense, deep voice thrummed through the ground, and its reverberations intensified Ruethwyn’s pain as she gasped, other screams and cries dying out around her. The only sound almost seemed to be the impact of several huge steps on the ground and the crackle of the flames from the library. Then the dragon came into view.

      Resvarygrath the Gilded. Ruethwyn knew the dragon’s name the instant he came into sight, for his appearance was unmistakable. The dragon was immense, one of his claws almost as large as Ruethwyn’s torso, and his scales were the color of hematite, if hematite was washed in gold rather than silver, the rims of each scale pure gold, and his eyes were deep, piercing gold.

      One of those immense eyes flicked over Ruethwyn contemptuously from over a dozen feet off the ground, and the dragon snorted, murmuring, “Hmph. A pity, would’ve made a halfway decent maid for the others. No matter. I have what I came for.”

      With a claw, the dragon carefully retrieved Sinera’s corpse, and Ruethwyn gasped, pain racking her body as she tried to reach for her teacher’s remains, her breathing labored as she gasped, her voice barely audible as panic flooded her. “N-no… stop…”

      The wyrm ignored her, turning and speaking loudly. “Essryl, are you done?”

      “Yes, Milord.” The silky voice of another woman drew Ruethwyn’s attention to the other side of the clearing, and the young woman stared in shock at what had happened in only minutes.

      The bloody bodies of several villagers were on the ground at the feet of another dozen soldiers, and Anara and the other young women were each gagged and tied up, their faces streaked with tears as they cowered. In front of all of them was something Ruethwyn had only read about; one of the Illisyr.

      The dark elf was tall and elegant in her black leather armor, her skin like glistening obsidian and her long black hair like onyx. The only color to her were her brilliant scarlet eyes and several glittering rubies set into gold earrings. The vertical pupils of her eyes and the long, swaying tail with its slightly widened tip showed obvious demonic heritage, but the woman looked supremely confident. The Illisyr was armed with a pair of curved daggers, though they were still in their sheaths, and she smiled slightly as she bowed her head marginally to Resvarygrath.

      “Excellent. Gather the prisoners and prepare to return. I’ll dispatch the proclamation once we’re done,” the dragon rumbled, and with an immense beat of his wings that caused Ruethwyn’s pain to spike still more, the dragon took flight.

      “Yes, Milord,” the Illisyr said again, shaking her head slightly as she looked to the soldiers. “You heard him. Get the prisoners to the wagons and ensure you don’t lose any along the way. Remember, they’re to be untouched.”

      “Yes, Mistress Demara,” one of the guards replied, then turned to the others and spoke firmly. “Get to work, all of you!”

      “No… no!” Ruethwyn gasped, trying to get to her feet, but her right arm wasn’t responding. She couldn’t feel anything from it, which terrified her, but the sight of Anara being picked up galvanized Ruethwyn into action. Through the agony pulsing through her with every heartbeat, Ruethwyn pushed herself up, onto her knees. Then she drew on her mana to cast a spell.

      It was a mistake, as molten lava felt like it blasted through Ruethwyn’s body and she spasmed, falling to the ground again. Her mana core didn’t feel cool like it normally did, but it felt as though someone had filled it with fire. Her mana veins felt like they were in tatters, and the very touch of mana in them had nearly caused unbelievable agony. When Ruethwyn regained her senses, she was on her side, the agony somehow greater than it’d been before.

      “Now what do we have here?” The voice of the woman Resvarygrath had called Essryl was surprisingly gentle, and somehow she’d gotten close without Ruethwyn noticing, though the pain couldn’t have made that too hard. Ruethwyn looked up and swallowed as the woman smiled, at this distance it was obvious that her lips were as black as pitch, and the woman spoke softly, crouching down next to Ruethwyn. “Despite being struck by his flames, you still have the fire to resist? How remarkable for an elf. I’d never have expected to find such in this tiny village.”

      “G-give… her back…” Ruethwyn gasped, trying to gather herself as she stared at the woman balefully, ignoring the fear clamoring in the back of her mind.

      “Her? Which her do you speak of?” Essryl asked, tilting her head slightly. She followed Ruethwyn’s gaze to the others and clicked her tongue. “Ahh, I see… hmm, likely not a sister… you look nothing like any of them. A beloved, perhaps? How intriguing.”

      Ruethwyn hissed and tried to grab the woman’s foot, but before she came close, the woman moved like a striking serpent, her hand grabbing Ruethwyn’s wrist before she realized what had happened, and the dark elf spoke more softly, a warning tone to her voice. “No, no… none of that, little elf. Try that again and I’ll remove your hand, and you’ve only got one of those left. No, if I were one of my sisters, I’d probably put you out of your misery. But I’m not one of my sisters, and the Dowager teaches that while fire destroys, it also tempers. There’s still a fire in you, isn’t there? You haven’t given up yet, have you?”

      “Shut… up…” Ruethwyn whispered. She had nothing left to lose by insulting the woman, and the patronizing tone the woman used angered her. There was also fear, due to what the woman had said about only having one hand, but the thought was strangely distant.

      “No. Hmm… you’ll die if I leave you like this… but you’re also not a threat, are you?” Essryl considered a moment, then glanced back at the vanishing soldiers. They were alone next to the burning library, and the Illisyr nodded after a moment, her tail lashing behind her almost like a cat’s. “I think I’ll give you a chance, girl. You wish to save your beloved, do you not?”

      “What?” Ruethwyn asked, growing confused.

      “I asked if you wanted to save your beloved,” Essryl replied, her smile widening slightly.

      “Y-yes?” Ruethwyn said, her voice questioning as she spoke despite the pain, which was now growing slightly more distant. “Why?”

      “Then I’ll heal you, just enough to keep you alive,” Essryl replied. “You have two years. That’s how long I can keep the new girls in training. After that… I can’t guarantee your beloved will be untouched. Mostly untouched, I should say. Untouched implies that nothing will happen for two years, and that’s almost certainly untrue.”

      Ruethwyn watched in shock as the dark elf cast a spell, her fingers flicking through minimal gestures and a soft green light washing over Ruethwyn with a sensation much like that of being immersed in a cool river. She shivered, and as the healing progressed, her mind sharpened slightly.

      Her breathing wasn’t as labored after several long seconds, and as Essryl pulled away, Ruethwyn spoke again, her voice more stable now. “Why? Why are you doing this?”

      “Why? Because I’m curious. I’m curious to see how far your determination can take you. You’re no threat to me or My Lord… you’re a mere elven child, crippled by dragon fire,” Essryl replied, her smile enigmatic. “If you can rescue your beloved… why, that shows potential. That interests me. Don’t disappoint me, girl.”

      The dark elf took a step back, and as she did so, the air around her shimmered and she faded into it like a shadow and was gone. A moment later, her voice echoed softly in Ruethwyn’s ear. “Remember, two years. That’s all.”

      Then Ruethwyn was alone. The smell of ashes and burning wood surrounded her, and for a long moment, Ruethwyn simply laid there, unable to force herself to move through the pain and anguish of the last few minutes, feeling almost numb. Finally, she couldn’t lay there any longer, and Ruethwyn pushed herself to her feet, looking down to see how her dress was scorched along the parts of it which she could see. Then she looked at where Anara had been dancing, and at the burning library where she’d spent so much of her life. She looked at the destroyed remnants of the bench where she’d been sitting and dreaming only a short time before.

      Only then did some of the numbness wear off, and Ruethwyn began to weep.
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      “Excuse me, Miss?”

      Sella jumped slightly at the calm inquiry, quickly turning as she flushed slightly. Behind her was another elf, a young man with skin tanned by the outdoors, a fit body, and short sandy-blond hair. He was wearing a loose tunic, leather trousers, and a sword hung from his belt, all of it of finer make than Sella’s formal clothing. His brown eyes were sparkling with amusement, Sella noticed in embarrassment.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to block the path,” Sella said, quickly stepping to the side. “I was just distracted.”

      “I can understand that. The academy is rather impressive, isn’t it?” the young man replied, nodding in understanding as he also stepped off the path.

      “Yes… I come from the northeast, in the Estan Barony, so I’ve never seen anything like this before,” Sella agreed, turning to look at the academy grounds again.

      Tyrness Academy was enormous, and it was obvious that a great deal of care went into keeping the grounds tidy. Dozens of copses of trees and fields covered the grounds, but large areas where the earth was scorched or reshaped were obviously intended as training areas for students. In the cardinal directions were four large towers, each fifty feet tall and widely built, their surfaces a dull white that gleamed in the morning sun.

      The central buildings were similar to the towers, the cross-shaped central hall standing thirty feet tall and with a tower that rose over eighty feet into the air, with smooth sides only broken by the wide arches of windows. Several other outbuildings stood near the hall, but even the smallest of the buildings were several times larger than the home Sella had grown up in.

      “Really? You’ve come quite some way then,” the young man said, then offered his hand. “I’m a new student, Tadrick Daskar. You?”

      “Um, I’m Sella Vintas, also a new student,” Sella replied, reaching to shake his hand, only to be surprised when Tadrick instead gently rotated her hand, then bowed and kissed the back of it. At her startled expression, he quickly straightened and spoke.

      “Ah, did I overstep myself? My apologies, I was just taught to… never mind that, my apologies,” Tadrick said, smiling at her. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

      “It… it isn’t a problem, just startling. I have to assume that you’re a noble?” Sella said uncertainly, suddenly feeling even more hesitant. Tyrness Academy’s tuition was quite high if the student wasn’t sponsored by a graduate like she’d been, and while she’d known that she’d be encountering nobles, it was an entirely different experience to meet them.

      “My father’s the Earl of Daskar, and we’re about as far south as your home is to the north,” Tadrick replied, and quickly grinned as he added, “Don’t worry, though. I’m not the heir. That’s my brother, and I’ll be relieved when he finally marries. I don’t want to inherit.”

      “I… I see. My father’s just a knight, so I’m not used to all of this,” Sella admitted. “Is there some particular way I should⁠—”

      “Tadrick! There you are. I was starting to wonder, after your luggage arrived earlier,” another voice interrupted, and Sella glanced over to see a man who looked a lot like Tadrick, save in blue robes and with longer hair approaching. There were a few wands thrust through his belt, and the man had an air of command about him, similar to her father’s. He glanced at Sella and blinked before smiling. “Ah, you must be one of the new students. I’d guess Ms. Vintas, based on your description.”

      “That would be correct,” Sella agreed, giving a slight curtsey as she asked, “May I ask who you are?”

      “I’m Navaan Daskar, heir to the Earldom of Daskar and elder brother to Tadrick here,” the mage said, smiling as he glanced at Tadrick. “I’m also preparing for my trial of mastery here at the academy, and have been assigned to greet the new students and get all of you settled in. I’m glad I found the pair of you; we’re only waiting on three more students. The rest have already arrived.”

      “Ah! I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were waiting for me!” Sella said, heat rising in her cheeks again.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it, Sella. We have all day to get in, that’s why I went shopping before coming over,” Tadrick interjected, grinning. “Isn’t that right, Navaan?”

      “While true, I don’t want either of you to get into bad habits,” Navaan replied, frowning. “Your teacher is Emrick Mara, and he has no patience for people who’re late. Do not test him, especially at the beginning of the term.”

      “Oh? Is he not a good teacher, or…” Sella asked quietly, a bit of dread washing over her.

      Navaan looked startled for a moment, then quickly shook his head and grinned. “Oh, no! I didn’t mean that at all. Master Mara is skilled in an enormous variety of magic, and is perfect for teaching new students here. The problem is that he doesn’t like people who don’t take his time or the classes seriously, that’s all.”

      Sella let out a sigh of relief and nodded. “That’s good; it means he’s more like my mentor, then. I was afraid that it might be different. I’m afraid that Master didn’t tell me what it’d be like here, just that it would be good for me.”

      “Who’s your master?” Tadrick asked curiously. “Also, would you like help with your things?”

      “Sorceress Jepharrine Thunderstroke,” Sella said, shrugging as she added, “Also, thank you for the offer, but I have them.”

      She leaned down and shouldered her backpack again, picking up the other bag relatively easily. Something she’d noticed on her trip to the capital was that many of the women here seemed a good deal less fit, but Sella tried not to judge. It was amusing to see the two men blink, though.

      “Fair enough,” Tadrick conceded, looking thoughtful. “I haven’t heard of your master before, though.”

      “I have. She’s a weather mage assigned to the northeast of the nation, and somewhat anti-social from what I’ve heard,” Navaan replied, then paused as he looked at Sella apologetically. “Sorry about that. I’m just repeating what I’ve generally heard about her.”

      “No, you’re right. Master is… difficult to deal with. She trained me because she knew my father when they were younger, and as soon as she realized I would be better off at the academy, she enrolled me,” Sella replied, considering her teacher for a moment before adding sheepishly, “I think I was relieved by that. She’s probably happier, too.”

      “That’s completely understandable to me, considering her reputation. Now come along; I’ll get the two of you signed in, then we can get you rooms in the dormitory,” Navaan said, glancing at Sella. “Are you going to be getting an upgraded room? The ones they provide without additional tuition are rather… minimal.”

      Sella began to follow the two down the path from the gate, shrugging before she answered. “I honestly don’t know. Master said she’d arrange it, and she said something about ‘decent lodging’, so I suspect it’ll be what she considers decent.”

      “Well, she is a sorceress, so I imagine she wouldn’t get a basic room,” Tadrick said, meandering along the path almost like he owned it, and as they moved, Sella saw a few other students were out, along with others that must be teachers or members of the academy.

      Tyrness Academy was the most renowned school for magi in all Selwyn, and as such, it wasn’t easy to get into. Even setting foot onto the grounds was enough to have her lauded with praise back home, let alone taking classes. Only those who’d reached the age of thirty could become students, no matter how early they began their training, and the slots for each year’s class were limited. Even so, Sella had heard that there were hundreds of students, former students, and graduates throughout the kingdom, though only a master mage could be considered an academy graduate. She imagined that was why Navaan was preparing for his trials of mastery.

      They passed several smaller outbuildings before Sella asked, “What are the towers for? The ones on the edges of the grounds, I mean.”

      “They’re the elemental towers, along with being temples to four of Nature’s Court,” Navaan explained, his easy tone giving the impression he’d explained this several times before. “Each is where higher ranking classes of students who specialize in one of the four elemental spheres train. Practitioners of water train in the north tower, which is dedicated to the Princess, while adepts of fire train in the southern tower, dedicated to the Dowager. Earth is the eastern tower, linked to the Guardian, and I train in the western tower, dedicated to air magic and the Shifter. All the others are taught in the main building, which also contains the temple to the Queen.”

      “Ah, okay. That’s good to know! I’m glad there’re temples on the grounds, too,” Sella said, relief flooding through her. Her family had always been particularly devoted to the Guardian, so attending services had been something she wasn’t sure she could manage, as enormous as the capital was.

      “So, you mentioned your father was a knight, Sella? Is he one of the border knights, then?” Tadrick asked curiously, his eyes oddly intense, and Navaan laughed.

      “Tadrick has been interested in being a mage-knight since he was young. I suspect he’s wondering if your father is one of those,” the older student explained, grinning. “I admit some curiosity about you as well, since your teacher sent you here, but I’d rather be forthright about it.”

      “Hey!” Tadrick protested.

      “Oh, that explains it,” Sella said, trying to suppress a blush as she cleared her throat, then shook her head. “No, my father isn’t anyone that impressive. He’s in charge of a small town, Waterstone, and heads the patrols for any creatures that escape the Frostglades. As for me… I guess I’m just lucky. I have a decent talent for grasping the basics of different spheres, and I developed a mana core naturally.”

      “Oh, wonderful!” Navaan’s eyes lit up as he looked at Sella with obvious enthusiasm. “That gives you an immense advantage going forward! I’ve always wished that I hadn’t been forced to build up my mana core; it just took so much time.”

      “It isn’t that impressive, is it?” Sella asked, looking up as they approached the doors of the main building, the pillars on either side of the elegantly carved door enormous enough to startle her. “I mean, there must be others with a natural mana core at the school.”

      “One in twenty,” Tadrick said succinctly, and when Sella looked at him, he explained. “Of the students coming to Tyrness Academy, one in twenty has a natural mana core, on average. Since they only allow up to twelve students per class, that gives less than one per year. You’re very unusual, Sella… though all of us who get into the school are, in our own ways.”

      “Yes, though your class is going to be even more unusual than normal, from what I’ve heard,” Navaan said, his smile fading as he opened the doors for them, speaking calmly. “This is the library wing, by the by. To either side of us are entrances into the library, and the upper floors are restricted to graduates and select members of more advanced classes. You’ll likely be spending a lot of time here.”

      “Of course,” Sella said, looking down the long hallway, then at the numerous doors that must lead into the library. Several of them were propped open, giving a glimpse of the numerous bookshelves that crowded the rooms to either side of them, along with floating light orbs, tables, and chairs where a few students could be seen.

      “What do you mean our class will be more unusual than most?” Tadrick asked, frowning. “I mean, most classes are kind of weird, from what you said. Didn’t you have a prince in your class?”

      “Yes, I did. The difference is that your class has Duchess Azure and—” Navaan began, then suddenly shut up, pausing as he looked through one of the doors and gestured them forward, murmuring, “There’s one of your classmates. Try not to overreact.”

      Sella stepped forward and followed his gesture and could barely suppress a gasp. Tadrick didn’t have quite as much restraint, muttering, “Gods above! What happened to her?”

      The woman sitting at a table with a book had a large empty space around her, and her appearance repulsed Sella, at least initially. She was an elven woman and had dark brown hair with just a hint of red to it, but any beauty she might’ve possessed had been destroyed. The right side of her skull was bare of hair, the skin bubbled and with a mottled color to it, while the right side of her face almost looked like it’d melted and run like wax before re-solidifying in an oddly red hue that spread down her neck to where her robes began. There was no sign of her right eye, and her ear was entirely missing, along with her arm on that side. The robe’s sleeve had been neatly folded up and pinned in place, making it quite obvious that her arm wasn’t inside her robes. It was simply gone.

      Navaan continued forward until he was out of line of sight of the woman, gesturing them after him. It took a moment for Sella to pull herself away, but she managed after a moment, practically trotting to catch up with Navaan.

      “That’s Ruethwyn Sylaris. She was scheduled to join my class this fall, actually,” Navaan explained, his voice tight. “I wasn’t happy when I heard that, but from every report, she was considered… very skilled, on the verge of being ready for her trials of mastery herself.”

      “What happened?” Sella asked, her eyes going wide. She was only an apprentice in a pair of spheres, so someone on the verge of mastery… that was two to four circles above her skill level at a minimum.

      “Mellesyn,” Navaan said, swallowing hard and shaking his head. “Mellesyn happened.”

      Sella stopped, her blood going cold as her thoughts froze. Waterstone didn’t get much news, but even she’d heard about Mellesyn. The attack by Resvarygrath had rocked the country, as had his proclamation that he was claiming another twenty miles of land beyond his former borders and had destroyed the town as an example. It had only been a few months since the attack, and it had horrified everyone in Waterstone.

      “Gods… are you saying she was…” Tadrick began, his voice trailing off, and Navaan stopped, turning to face them, his expression sober.

      “Yes. She survived it, if only barely. I’ve heard some of the teachers talk, and her master threw her mostly clear of the dragon’s breath. Even so… you saw what happened. She lost an arm, halving the speed at which she can power a spell, and her mana core was damaged,” Navaan said, his voice heavy. “She shouldn’t be here. She shouldn’t be in a class with you, but she is. I imagine it’ll make your lessons interesting.”

      “I… I guess it would, at that,” Sella said, swallowing hard as pity overcame her revulsion, along with a sense of shame for feeling the revulsion. It wasn’t fair, but she set it aside as she said, “Her mana core was damaged? Is that even possible? And why is she so… so injured still? I’d think the priests would’ve healed her by this point.”

      “They can’t heal her,” Navaan said grimly, continuing forward again. “The dragon appears to have enhanced his breath to burn magic when he attacked, which allowed it to set fire to her mana veins, based on a discussion with my teacher, plus it cursed her wounds. They’ve tried to heal her, but no regeneration spells have worked, and they’d decided that the only way to break the curse is to kill him. Ruethwyn is likely to remain as she is for the remainder of her life, sadly. It’s a miracle she survived at all.”

      “Oh,” Sella said, her voice now soft as they went through another pair of doors and into a wide reception area in the bottom of the central tower. Stairs led upward, and she could see doors that must lead into the temple to the desk’s right.

      Behind the desk was a harried-looking scribe, and the man looked up as Navaan approached. “Yes? What is it?”

      “I’ve a pair of new students to check in. Tadrick?” Navaan said, looking at his brother.

      “Tadrick Daskar, if you please,” Tadrick said, nodding politely to the scribe, who looked like he was relaxing.

      “Oh good, an easy one. Let’s see here…” The scribe began to drone on, asking questions as he pulled out some papers, and as he did, Sella felt her mind drift back to Ruethwyn’s injuries. She just couldn’t get them out of her head.
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      Each morning was difficult for Ruethwyn now. Even with the salves she’d been given, her injuries itched almost like a sunburn, though the pain had subsided over the weeks since she’d been rescued. She had to be careful not to aggravate them when sleeping or bathing, all of which was made more difficult by the loss of her dominant hand.

      Her room was small, the most basic one available in the academy dormitory. The dormitory caretaker had looked startled when Ruethwyn had told her that she didn’t want a larger room, but Ruethwyn hadn’t paid it much attention. The room might only be a little over six feet on a side, but the bed was comfortable and the furnishings sufficient. It was larger than her room had been in Mellesyn, even if the furnishings weren’t that much better.

      The thought of Mellesyn sent another spike of melded anger and despair through Ruethwyn, and she paused in pinning up the arm of her robes to brush a tear aside. Then she returned to preparing for the day. She was determined not to be late for the first class, and Ruethwyn found herself slightly curious about her classmates.

      Anything that distracted her from the pain of everything she’d lost was good. It didn’t always help, but sometimes it did.

      Hissing as she slipped the robe on, Ruethwyn closed her eye and let out a breath, murmuring, “Why did she help me live? Her motivation can’t have been that simple… could it?”

      After a moment, she shook off her curiosity about what Essryl’s reason might have been, grabbing her satchel and heading for the dining room.

      Ruethwyn opened the door and turned her head slightly to make sure she could see the floor in front of her properly. After the time she’d tripped on something that had been on her blind side, she’d grown a bit more careful about watching where she was going. It would just be nice if it was easier to tell how far away something was.
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      The classroom was empty when Ruethwyn reached it, and she took a moment to scan the room again, just to be safe, and frowned as she did so. There were twelve desks in three rows of four, plus one for the teacher in the corner, which was much larger than the ones that must be for the students. There was a slate board and a few glow-globes on the walls, the latter currently dark. The room was plain, and not what she’d expected when she’d thought of the academy, but it didn’t much matter.

      Slipping into the room, Ruethwyn debated on a spot before deciding to claim the one in the back corner, farthest from the door. She half-expected others to avoid her, so making it easier was for the best, plus it kept anyone from being on her blind side. But first she needed light. Approaching the first of the glow-globes, Ruethwyn reached up to touch it and braced herself before drawing on her mana.

      Using her mana was like pulling needles through her veins. Instead of a cool core of mana, Ruethwyn’s core now felt almost… brittle or crystalline, like sand which had been struck by lightning and imperfectly fused into glass. If she had to describe it, instead of her mana feeling like cool water in her veins, it was like fire. Not that she was going to let it stop her as she carefully fed mana into the globe to light it.

      The crystal globe’s enchantments woke gently under her mana, and it began to glow with a soft yellow radiance that helped overcome most of the room’s darkness. Releasing her mana with a sigh, Ruethwyn dropped her hand from the globe and took her seat. The others would be along soon, she imagined, but in the meantime, the least she could do was get some reading in. Artificing was a difficult subject, and Ruethwyn was grateful she’d learned the basics with Sinera, though another spike of anguish went through her at the thought of her dead teacher.

      Ruethwyn tried to push back her simmering frustration again, along with the worry about the time limit she’d been given. Letting her emotions control her after what she’d been through would end poorly. A couple of the clerics had thought she’d been asleep when they’d discussed whether she should be taken to a monastery to be taken care of until they were ‘sure she’d recovered’, and it had been a sobering thought. She wasn’t willing to give up the chance Essryl had offered, even if she doubted that the dark elf was being honest. Because of it, suppressing her anger was almost natural at this point.

      A few minutes later, the door opened again and another woman stepped in. Ruethwyn looked up at her and paused, examining the brown-haired, brown-eyed young woman who clutched a book to her chest as she looked around quickly. She gasped on seeing Ruethwyn, then swallowed and quickly walked to the rear desk in the opposite corner, giving Ruethwyn a nervous look. Even if she was used to looks like that, Ruethwyn couldn’t help feeling the sting of her rejection.

      The girl was just the first of the other students to enter, though. Shortly after her came a blond-haired man, standing quite tall and grinning as he glanced around the room, his eyebrows rising at the sight of Ruethwyn before he took a seat in front of the other girl. A few moments later came a boy and girl, the boy with sandy-blond hair and brown eyes, and bearing a sword, while the girl was in simpler clothing that looked like it was from the outskirts of the kingdom. It was quite similar to the clothing Ruethwyn had grown up with, and her eyes were a light blue, which combined with darker hair, made the woman remind Ruethwyn painfully of Sinera. The two slowed on entering the room, looking like they were debating. It surprised Ruethwyn when they came to the back and the girl chose to sit next to her, the boy sitting the next desk over.

      “Hello, my name is Sella,” the woman said after a few moments, her voice hesitant as she looked at Ruethwyn. “I heard your name is Ruethwyn… is that right?”

      “Yes, that’s me. Hello, Sella. It’s good to meet you,” Ruethwyn replied politely, her intention of keeping her distance weakening slightly at the woman’s attempt to talk. She hesitated before adding, “I hope we can learn a good deal in the class.”

      “Me too. I… oh, they’re interesting,” Sella began, only to have her voice trail off as another boy and girl entered the room.

      “That… they are,” Ruethwyn agreed, blinking in surprise.

      Not many elves had truly unusual hair colors, as most tended toward more natural tones in general, but the two who entered were an exception to that. They looked almost delicate in many ways, their features somehow finer and almost doll-like. The boy had pitch-black hair and brilliant white eyes, while the girl had bright white hair and pitch-black eyes. They were a study in opposites, save that they were both wearing near-identical tunics and trousers. The two only glanced across the room before taking the two seats opposite from Ruethwyn, with the girl nearest the door.

      “I’ve heard of them,” the boy who’d entered with Sella said, his voice just loud enough that Ruethwyn could hear him. “That’s Dana and Delvin Issan. They’re from a merchant family with a strong bloodline of magi… I don’t know much about them, but I heard that three stars fell the night they were born, and one was born just before dawn, and the other after. It was supposed to be an omen, from what I’ve heard.”

      “That would make sense…” Ruethwyn murmured, considering the two before setting her curiosity aside with a sigh. She didn’t know enough about the two, and everything she’d heard about the academy indicated that everyone in the class would be talented in one way or another.

      Next, a pair of women entered the room, and they were odd. The first was a strawberry-blonde-haired woman with pale skin, who wore an elaborate blue dress, which didn’t restrict her movements, along with numerous bracelets and earrings set with sapphires that matched her eyes. Just behind her was a dark-haired woman with topaz eyes who wore an elegant, soft pink dress. The second was obviously a servant, which startled Ruethwyn, as she hadn’t thought servants were allowed in the academy.

      The blonde’s gaze found the first man to enter the room and she smiled broadly, exclaiming. “Barthel! I heard you might be in the class, but I just couldn’t believe it! I’ll just sit next to you. Yalline, why don’t you take the next one over?”

      Ruethwyn caught a flicker of distaste in the noble’s eyes as she met Ruethwyn’s gaze, but then the well-dressed elven woman took the seat, fortunately well away from her. The woman’s servant took the seat just in front and to Ruethwyn’s left after giving Ruethwyn an uneasy glance.

      Moments after that, a man entered the room, and both his imperious attitude and the black robes he wore made Ruethwyn straighten slightly in her chair. His head was shaved bare and his hands glittered with rings, each finger adorned with a ring bearing a different gemstone, and with a wave of his hand he lit the remaining glow-globes, glancing over the room with agate-hard hazel eyes.

      “Hm… only nine of you? We’re missing one, but no matter,” the man said, shaking his head. “We’ll just⁠—”

      “Wait! Please wait!” A woman’s voice echoed through the room, and Ruethwyn’s eye widened slightly as the door burst open and a woman ran inside, panting.

      The woman was a kitsune. Ruethwyn had only seen one of them when a small carnival had come to Mellesyn when she was twelve. There weren’t many kitsune in Selwyn, and she’d heard that they tended to keep to themselves in the southern forests. She looked like a fox-eared woman with bright green eyes and vertical pupils, her hair a soft auburn midway between red and brown. The woman was somewhat disheveled but was quite beautiful, and she swallowed hard as she looked at the teacher.

      “You must be Korima. I do not approve of tardiness, young lady, so what did you think you were doing?” the man asked impatiently, a scowl on his face.

      “I’m sorry; I got lost. When I asked for directions to the classroom originally, they said it was to the right, but I didn’t realize that was when facing the Great Hall from the south, while the dormitory is to the north. I was in a classroom in the opposite wing when someone told me, and I came rushing over as fast as I could!” Korima explained, her words coming out so quickly they were almost tripping over one another. “Please don’t kick me out. I didn’t mean to be late!”

      The man, who Ruethwyn assumed must be the teacher, paused for a long moment, then asked gravely, “Are you going to be late again?”

      “Of course not! Now I know where the classroom is!” Korima exclaimed, shaking her head firmly. “I want to learn as much as I can here!”

      “In that case, just don’t be late again, at least not without a very good reason,” he replied.

      “Oh, thank you!” Korima said, abruptly hugging the teacher, and Ruethwyn heard Sella giggle at the look of surprise on the teacher’s face. “I was so afraid of losing my chance to attend classes here. I’ll find a seat!”

      The kitsune almost scampered over to the seat on the front row directly in front of Ruethwyn, giving her a startled glance as she did so. While Korima took her seat, the teacher regained his composure and closed the door, turning to them as he folded his hands in front of him sternly.

      “I am Master Emrick Mara, or Master Mara, to all of you. I teach the apprentice class of students every year, and it’s my decision who is allowed to progress to adept classes at the end of the year. If you don’t satisfy me, no matter who your backers are, you will not be allowed to progress through the academy,” the mage said, his eyes scanning across the room coolly, and his gaze paused on Ruethwyn as he continued. “That being said, I don’t care what your background is. Show that you have talent and a desire to learn, and I’ll send you onward.

      “Before we continue any further, I believe that I should clarify why I’m trusted to teach you and make such decisions. I have reached third circle or higher in all of the twelve major spheres of magic as determined by the Royal Magi Conclave twelve centuries ago.” Master Mara’s voice was level, but his words sparked murmurs from the others, and Ruethwyn felt a bit of shock at the revelation. The degree of knowledge the mage indicated he had was impressive, but he didn’t stop speaking. “I know of innumerable minor spheres, but I’ve trained in artificing, metal, and plant spheres specifically. I’m considered the best teacher in the school for helping to guide your progress in the first year, so I expect you to treat my time and effort with respect. Is that clear?”

      There were murmurs of agreement from the others, but Ruethwyn contented herself with simply nodding. Master Mara smiled at that. “Good. Now, we have a class of commoners and nobles alike. I want to remind all of you that titles of nobility do not require acknowledgement on academy grounds. You’re here to learn, and you’re all considered equal here. Now with that in mind, I’d like each of you to stand and introduce yourselves and what sort of magic you wield. Dana, would you start?”

      “Of course, Master Mara,” the white-haired woman in the front corner said, standing and turning to face the rest of the classroom. She looked them over as she spoke coldly. “My name is Dana Issan, and I’m the daughter of the Issan family. We trade across much of the region, and our family has merchant factors as far south as the Sea of Mists. My magical talent is for light magic, and I’ve been learning to wield it for the past decade.”

      There was a moment of hesitation as Dana sat, then her brother stood and cleared his throat. His tone was much more approachable as he smiled at them, his gaze lingering on Ruethwyn for a moment, but also on Korima for that matter. “I’m Delvin Issan, Dana’s twin. I don’t have much to add that she didn’t already say, but my talent is in shadow magic. It’s nice to meet all of you.”

      Korima all but jumped to her feet, smiling broadly as she spoke, her ears flicking in excitement. “Hello, everyone! My name is Korima Lightweaver, and I’m from the Lightweaver clan in the south. I have a talent for earth magic, but my passion is for fire magic, so I’ve been trying to learn that. It’s wonderful to meet all of you, and I look forward to our lessons together!”

      Ruethwyn debated standing for her own introduction, but then the girl called Yalline stood slowly, nodding to each of them as she turned, speaking calmly. “My name is Yalline Scorva, and I’m from the Azure Duchy. I’ve served as Lady Madeline’s lady in waiting for the last decade, and while I have a talent with water magic, I’ve yet to fully develop it.”

      The woman in the blue dress then stood, smiling as she spoke confidently, almost disdainfully. “I’m Lady Madeline Rosemeadow and the Duchess of Azure, or will be once I reach the age of majority. My talent is with air and earth magic, both of which I’ve developed equally.”

      That caused a chorus of murmurs, and suddenly Ruethwyn understood the woman’s arrogance. If it weren’t enough that the Azure Duchy was one of the wealthiest regions of Selwyn, having talent for two opposing spheres was impressive, and despite herself, Ruethwyn felt faintly envious of the noblewoman.

      The man next to Madeline stood slowly, stretching as he did so, and spoke in a lazy tone, his confidence obvious. “I’m Barthel Storm, and my father is the Earl of the Eastern March. I’ve a talent for lightning magic, which I’ve been trying to develop as much as I can.”

      Barthel sat, and for a moment the room was quiet, then the woman in the back corner slowly stood, swallowing hard. She looked a little pale, Ruethwyn thought.

      “Um, I’m… I’m Lissa. Lissa Nerrine, daughter of a m-miller,” the woman said, looking around the room nervously. “I have a t-talent for fire magic. My t-teacher thinks it goes further, though, so sent me here. N-nice to meet you.”

      The woman quickly sat, flushing red as she did so. Next to her, the man who’d entered with Sella stood, smiling as he nodded. “Hello, everyone! I’m Tadrick Daskar, second child of the Daskar family. I have a talent for light, nature, and water magic, but have been focusing on earth in the hopes of becoming a mage-knight. I look forward to the coming year together!”

      Sella stood as her friend sat, smoothing her dress as she did so, and the woman spoke clearly, her voice stronger than most of the others had been. “I’m Sella Vintas, and I’m from Waterstone. My father is a knight who patrols the border of the Frostglades, and I’ve spent much of my life there. I have no exceptional talent for any sphere, but my training has been primarily in air magic due to that being my Master’s focus.”

      Finally it was Ruethwyn’s turn, and as she stood, she felt the weight of everyone’s gazes as they took the excuse to stare at her disfigurement. She wished they wouldn’t stare, but Ruethwyn couldn’t blame them… no, she could blame them, but there wasn’t any way to stop them. She glanced around the room once before speaking.

      “My name is Ruethwyn Sylaris, and I’m from Mellesyn. That should tell you plenty about my past,” Ruethwyn said shortly, smiling thinly as Korima’s eyes widened. “I only possess a talent for my deceased teacher’s unique magic of atavism, and my mana core has been sorely damaged. As such, I am focusing on artificing to attempt to compensate for my disability.”

      “Atavism?” Sella asked softly, but Ruethwyn ignored the comment since it seemed rhetorical.

      Master Mara cleared his throat and spoke. “Good, all of you have introduced yourselves to each other. This week, I’ll be going over the basics of magic with you to ensure everyone is operating off of the same assumptions. If you attempt to ignore it, you’ll be removed from the class. I don’t care if you’ve heard it before. Now then…”

      As the teacher began to explain the basics of magical theory, Ruethwyn sat back and listened curiously, wondering how his explanation would differ from Sinera’s. She also was trying to avoid paying attention to the frequent sidelong looks most of the class were giving her.
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      Eating dinner in the dormitory was odd. On the one hand, the food the cook served was enormously better than most meals Ruethwyn had eaten back home. Oh, there was something slightly lacking about the vegetables, but from things her mother had said growing up, Ruethwyn imagined it was the difference between cultivated and wild vegetables. She paused, closing her eye for a moment before going back to the vegetable soup, carefully sipping the broth since she’d found herself quite sensitive to heat since the attack. Sometimes it was the simplest things that brought her grief to the fore.

      The dormitory for the first-year students wasn’t as large as most of the others, but it was still three floors, and had more than just her classmates in it. The other students all were housed on the third floor in the nicer rooms, and she’d overheard enough to learn that almost no one took the rooms that were part of tuition. After she’d seen one of the servants come out of one of the other second-floor rooms, Ruethwyn realized that she’d likely displaced one of the servants, which likely explained why they didn’t like her as much.

      Ruethwyn was also isolated at meals, though that wasn’t intentional on her part either. Unlike with the rooms, only Madeline had chosen to pay for better food and private dining, but it was almost like there was a bubble around her, where people avoided her.

      As Ruethwyn sat in the corner, most of the others were at a table, discussing the city and their classes vehemently. Only Lissa and Dana seemed to be avoiding taking part, while Madeline and Yalline weren’t in the room.

      “Yeah, the best supplier of magical supplies in the city is Daven Emporium, but you have to either have a letter of introduction or a sponsor to even get in the doors,” Barthel was explaining, shrugging helplessly. “My father refused to get me one, saying that it isn’t worth the expense when I’m just starting out. He recommended that I shop at Ovara Imports or the Frostwater Guild.”

      “Both have a good reputation with my family, though I personally lean toward the Frostwater Guild,” Delvin said, leaning on the table as he nibbled at a crust of bread. “While Ovara Imports usually is good quality, sometimes their suppliers try to pass off substandard goods. Frostwater gets their items from the Frostglades, and they’re much higher quality.”

      “From the Frostglades? Do they gather them from there themselves?” Korima asked in fascination, then shivered as she added, “Though the thought of going into there myself… brr, I’d probably freeze my tail off!”

      “Um, you don’t have a tail,” Sella pointed out uncertainly.

      “Yes I do. I just shapeshifted it away since elven chairs tend to pinch and make it uncomfortable,” Korima explained brightly. “I’ll let it out when traveling or the like, but not when I might have to sit a lot.”

      “I… guess that makes sense?” Delvin said, looking a little uncertain before shaking his head and continuing. “Anyway, they don’t gather the components themselves. Instead, they trade with the fair folk that live in the glades, and, to my knowledge, the agreement is pretty much exclusive.”

      “Not quite. There are a few people who trade with them, but not many. The climate is inhospitable,” Sella interjected. “I’ve even heard that some people have seen a city of theirs in the depths of the glades.”

      “They have a city?” Tadrick asked, his voice slightly incredulous. “I’d never heard of that!”

      “Standing in a gate between two worlds is Valisair, city of ice. Its towers shine like glittering crystal beneath the morning sun, and its walls like the purest sapphires,” Ruethwyn said, a few tears welling up as she tried to blink them back. “Or so it was described to me.”

      Most of the others fell silent, staring at Ruethwyn, but a moment later Dana spoke, her voice soft but precise. “You knew someone who saw it?”

      “My teacher. Before we knew that I had magical talent, my love was reading about distant lands, and she was our librarian in… in Mellesyn. She shared so many books, and when we ran out of books, she shared her stories about the places she’d traveled when she was younger, and the things she’d seen,” Ruethwyn said, brushing an escaping tear aside. “Valisair was one of them. She didn’t tell me much more, save that they’d felt they owed her a debt, though she considered herself to be more in their debt.”

      “Huh. Well, that would explain a bit, I guess,” Barthel said, looking at Ruethwyn speculatively. “Still that just makes me wonder⁠—”

      “Why’re you in the corner, anyway? You should come over and be sociable!” Korima interrupted, her ears flicking as she spoke. “My father always said that being alone is a quick road to despair.”

      “I’m in the corner because I’m blind on my right side,” Ruethwyn said, a faint smile flickering across her face at the kitsune’s earnest expression. “I try to sit so I don’t have to turn around entirely to see people, and so that it’s harder to take me by surprise. The first few times that happened were unpleasant.”

      “You should still come over,” Korima insisted, almost looking like she was pouting as she did so. “We’re your classmates! We’ll be together for a full year or more.”

      “I suppose so,” Ruethwyn said, carefully scooting her chair out and pausing, debating on how to transport both the plate with her salad and the bowl of soup to the center table, let alone her cup. After a moment, she sighed and decided that taking three trips wasn’t worth it, so she began casting a spell, despite the pain it caused.

      “What’re you—” Sella began, then stopped as the bowl, plate, and cup gently floated upward, then across the room to set down at a seat farther down the table, next to Tadrick, as it happened. Ruethwyn hoped no one noticed how she had to correct their course mid-flight to account for misjudging the distance at first.

      “It was either take a couple of trips or the spell. I decided to use the magic, even if it isn’t as easy as it used to be,” Ruethwyn explained, following her food as she released the spell. She took a seat next to Tadrick and gave him a nod, which he returned a bit uncomfortably.

      “I have to ask… why haven’t you been healed?” Barthel asked, looking slightly uncomfortable as he continued. “I’m assuming that you were… umm…”

      “I was thrown out of the way of… Resvarygrath’s fire at the last moment. As you can see, my teacher wasn’t quite fast enough,” Ruethwyn replied, swallowing hard as she shook her head at the memory. “She didn’t make it. His fires were cursed as well, and the wounds he inflicted will only heal naturally. I’m told I’ll be stuck like this until either the dragon dies or I die, and it’s obvious they expect him to live longer.”

      “That’s horrible,” Lissa muttered, flushing when people looked at her.

      “It is, but there’s nothing to be done about it. Live or die, I can only do what I can,” Ruethwyn said, shaking her head. “I’d rather change the subject, though. This one might ruin the mood, otherwise.”

      “Well, in that case, I can’t help but ask,” Delvin said, his eyes sparkling. “What’s this atavism magic you talked about? I’ve never heard the term before. Is it a sphere of its own?”

      All the others looked at her expectantly, and Ruethwyn suppressed a sigh. She considered refusing for a moment, but there wasn’t really any point. She wasn’t going to tell them everything, but giving them an idea of how the magic worked wouldn’t be out of line.

      “It’s not a sphere, but it’s strange in its own way. I’m trying to think of how to explain…” Ruethwyn paused, then continued. “We’re all magi, so you know how we advance through the circles of each sphere, increasing our understanding of the associated magic, yes?”

      “Yeah! The early circles are easy, but it gets really difficult as you move on,” Korima said, and her ears all but wilted as she continued mournfully. “I can understand earth far easier than fire… fire’s hard to get a grasp of.”

      “I… I can’t grasp earth. It’s just… we’re different,” Lissa said hesitantly, seeming intrigued, though.

      “Yes, everyone has to deal with that. What does it have to do with your magic, then?” Delvin asked.

      “Atavism is a variant on summoning, but a very specialized one that’s dangerous if you don’t have a talent for it. Sinera… she went through hundreds of candidates without finding someone with the talent. She used… used to laugh about how I fell into her lap.” Ruethwyn paused, taking another deep breath as she pushed back her tears again. “I learned it quickly, but it is dangerous. I can summon elementals, but not in the normal way. Instead of summoning them physically, I summon them into my mind.”

      “What? What use would that have?” Barthel asked, looking taken aback. The others mostly looked confused.

      “Atavism allows them to remain here for much longer, for hours or even days. More than that, it also allows me to wield their powers with my mana, melding their knowledge of their element with my mana and skill,” Ruethwyn replied, warming to the subject slowly. “It’s dangerous, because if you don’t have the talent, retaining control, even with a friendly elemental, is difficult. The true advantage is the insight into the elemental’s understanding of its element, though.”

      “Insight? Wait, wait… are you saying that you can gain understanding of the element through this atavism?” Tadrick asked, his eyes going wide. “You can just…”

      “It’s not some shortcut, Tadrick. I have to understand the element and the sphere, just like anyone else,” Ruethwyn corrected quickly, seeing the excitement in his gaze. “I don’t have a particular talent with any sphere that I know of, so I have a harder time learning normally than others do. My art allows me to glean insights that allow me to advance in spheres more quickly, and I’ve been practicing since I was fifteen. It’s a useful form of magic, but so few people have the necessary talent that the academy deemed it unwise to teach.”

      “But if it could help me learn fire magic more quickly—” Korima began, looking excited as she practically vibrated in her chair, staring at Ruethwyn greedily.

      Ruethwyn interrupted, her voice firm. “No, not unless you can convince Master Mara that it’s a good idea. The school has records of the art, so it isn’t like I’m the only person who could test you. I’m not going to risk getting other people hurt by sharing it.”

      “Aww…” Korima’s ears drooped again, and Sella laughed.

      “Don’t be so disappointed. I doubt that Master Mara would object to testing you, would he?” the woman said, reaching up and rubbing Korima behind the ears.

      “Ack!” Korima’s eyes went wide, then she began to almost melt in her chair, her voice plaintive as she protested. “Not… not the ears…”

      “It doesn’t hurt, does it?” Sella asked, pulling away in concern.

      “N-no! It feels good! It just… just also makes me want to cuddle up in a pile by the fire,” Korima replied, blushing furiously as she did so.

      The others around the table laughed, and Ruethwyn took the chance to start eating again. It didn’t escape her how quickly the others turned their attention away from her, though.

      Still, it was progress.
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      “Today, we’re going to be learning to coalesce mana into a physical form. We use the term ‘drops’ for units of mana because it’s the smallest amount of mana you can coalesce into a liquid,” Master Mara explained, a ceramic bowl in front of him, along with a small glass jar with a hinged copper stopper. The jar was covered in pale blue runes, and Ruethwyn could see the rainbow-hued drops of mana within it. “Before we begin, I want to remind you of something. Mana in liquid form is highly unstable and will evaporate quickly or even explode at a sharp impact. The explosion is not violent, except in excessive quantities of over a hundred drops, but it can light fires and cause other problems. As an example…”

      The teacher uncapped the bottle and carefully poured a small amount of mana into his hand. Capping the jar, he gently tossed the mana at the bowl, and Ruethwyn braced herself.

      On impact, the mana exploded in a flash of white light and with a sharp crack. The other students mostly jumped at the sound, and Ruethwyn heard Korima yelp in front of her, the woman’s ears flattening abruptly. She couldn’t blame the other woman, considering how keen of hearing most kitsune had.

      “I hope that makes it quite clear how unstable mana can be,” Master Mara said dryly, smiling at them. “Any mage can coalesce mana, and it’s used in enchanting, alchemy, and many other forms of crafting. Not being able to coalesce it isn’t acceptable. Now then⁠—”

      A knock at the door interrupted him, and Master Mara frowned, looking at it. A moment later, the door opened and a woman stepped through, a blonde elven mage in blue robes who smiled at the class then looked at Master Mara and spoke. “My apologies, Emrick, but I have a guest from the palace who wishes to speak with Ruethwyn.”

      “What? Ruethwyn?” Master Mara asked, looking taken aback, then looked at Ruethwyn and frowned. “Were you aware of this?”

      “I’m not sure what’s going on, Master Mara. I have no acquaintances in the palace, and every noble I know is here at the academy,” Ruethwyn replied, frowning in concern. She had no idea why someone from the palace would be here for her.

      “If I may, I believe that the knight has questions for her. He mentioned that he heard that she’d seen some of the… the dragon’s servants,” the woman said, her tone delicate.

      “I see. Can this wait, Vrenne? I was preparing to teach the class how to coalesce mana, and it’s a rather important subject,” Master Mara said.

      “Master Mara? I know how to coalesce mana and would happily show you if you’d prefer. If it would save both your time and that of this knight, since I’ll readily answer his questions,” Ruethwyn offered, feeling almost like she had a headache forming.

      “Hmm… well, in that case I suppose I can allow it. You’re to come back as promptly as possible and show me, Ruethwyn,” Master Mara directed, and Ruethwyn smiled, nodding to him.

      “Of course, Master Mara. I hope to be back shortly,” Ruethwyn replied, standing and debating for a moment, then she decided to leave her things at the desk. She’d be back.

      Nodding to Sella and Tadrick, Ruethwyn quickly headed for the door and followed Vrenne out as Master Mara began to speak again. As the door closed, muffling his explanation, Vrenne gave Ruethwyn a grateful smile.

      “Thank you, Ruethwyn. Emrick takes his position as a teacher seriously, but I’d really rather not make a royal knight wait if there isn’t any other choice,” the mage said, beginning to lead the way down the mostly empty hallway.

      “It isn’t a problem, Master Vrenne. I’ll admit to some trepidation about talking about my experience again, but if it could possibly help… I’d rather deal with the memories than cause difficulties for someone else,” Ruethwyn said as she followed, hesitating a moment before adding, “Besides, I spoke the truth about knowing how to coalesce mana. I’m slightly relieved to not have to listen to the explanation about coalescence again.”

      Vrenne laughed as they reached the central tower and began up the stairs, the sorceress grinning as she replied. “I can’t say as I blame you. I’ve heard that you’re rather skilled, and I know that listening to the basics often frustrates me, particularly when someone isn’t understanding it.”

      Ruethwyn nodded, glancing to the left as they reached the next floor, since she could see across much of the city from the second floor. It likely wasn’t as good a view as from the third or fourth floor, but⁠—

      The only warning Ruethwyn had was a soft creak, then something slammed into her and sent her sprawling into the wall. As she bounced away in a spin, Ruethwyn instinctively drew on her mana, despite the discomfort it caused, the words of a spell coming to her lips just before she hit the wall. Pain lanced out from the stump of her arm and all the other scars, causing Ruethwyn to gasp as she lost the spell, reflexively trying to hold herself up with her right arm, but only realizing it was missing too late as she finished falling to the ground.

      “Watch where you’re going, you… oh, the cripple,” a man said, his voice almost dripping vitriol. “What are you doing up here? Bad enough that you’re in the academy at all, but you even have to pollute⁠—”

      “Adept Jamis, hold your tongue!” Vrenne interjected, outrage apparent in her voice. “Ruethwyn is here by the express invitation of a royal knight, and has far more right to be here than you do.”

      Ruethwyn managed to overcome the spikes of pain lancing through her body and looked up, blinking as she did so. Anger washed through her at the comments, anger that she quickly stepped on. Vrenne had her hands on her hips as she glowered at a lanky elven man standing in the doorway of a room, his brown hair halfway down his back and his brown eyes almost as hard as the teacher’s. The man must have opened the door just as Ruethwyn had been looking out the window. As she began to climb to her feet, the man gave Ruethwyn a derisive look.

      “Her, summoned by a knight? Hah, he probably just wants to hear her little tale of woe. I swear, letting her into the academy will just hurt our reputation. She’ll never graduate,” Jamis said, sneering as he shook his head. “Now I have more important things to do than to play with a useless cripple, Master Vrenne. I have trials of mastery to prepare for.”

      He turned and started down the stairs, slamming the door behind him. As he walked, the teacher opened her mouth to speak, her expression stormy, but Ruethwyn shook her head, speaking softly, despite her own rather… unpleasant feelings. Jamis could die in a fire for all she cared. “Please don’t bother. Not on my account.”

      “It isn’t just for you, Ruethwyn. He disrespected me, as a teacher of the academy,” Vrenne replied, her gaze practically spitting fire. “Beyond that, your admission was confirmed by the headmaster himself!”

      “Perhaps so, but he isn’t entirely wrong. I likely won’t be able to graduate with my… disability,” Ruethwyn said bitterly, leaning against the wall and closing her eye to rest for a moment. “I should’ve been watching more closely, too.”

      “I’m still going to have words with his mentor later. His disrespect has no place in the academy,” Vrenne said, frowning as she asked, “Are you going to be okay, Ruethwyn? You hit the ground rather hard.”

      “It was mostly that the door hit my old injuries, then I forgot I didn’t have another arm to catch myself with and they were hit again,” Ruethwyn admitted, shaking her head. The pain was duller now, which helped, so she continued as she got her emotions firmly under control. Turning her fellow students into ice statues or causing them to slip on the stairs wouldn’t help her any. “I’m feeling better now. Not perfect, but better. We can go see the knight now, should you like.”

      “He’s waiting on the third floor, so we don’t have much further to go,” Vrenne said, frowning for a moment, then leading the way.

      Ruethwyn pushed off the wall and followed, grateful that the woman had dropped the subject. Despite what she’d said, Jamis’s comments had hurt, and Ruethwyn appreciated the chance to get her roiling emotions under control. A tiny part of her hoped that he’d completely flub his trials, but that was the petty part of her speaking. Not that she’d mind if he did.

      Still, she kept a closer eye on the interior walls of the tower this time, not wanting to be hit again. Why they’d chosen to have the doors open into the stairwell was beyond her.

      Vrenne opened a door on the next floor and stepped inside, holding the door open as she spoke. “Hello, Sir Alaran. I’ve brought Apprentice Sylaris. Ruethwyn? This is Sir Alaran Whisperblade, Knight of Selwyn.”

      The man in the room stood in response to Vrenne’s words, giving a half-bow as he did so, and Ruethwyn looked at him with just a hint of surprise as he spoke in a mellow tenor. “Ah, Ms. Sylaris! I’m glad to meet you, though I regret the circumstances. If I didn’t believe it was important, I wouldn’t interrupt your lessons.”

      Sir Alaran wasn’t as tall as many elves, more of average height and build, but what she could see of his arms revealed toned muscle that reminded Ruethwyn of the more experienced foresters she’d known, though even they hadn’t looked quite as strong as he was. His skin was tanned, and his hair was black and cropped short. Alaran’s blue eyes were penetrating, but the ready smile of the modestly handsome man put her a bit more at ease, even if he was wearing an enameled black breastplate and had a sword at his side.

      “Thank you for your greeting, Sir Whisperblade,” Ruethwyn said respectfully, curtseying clumsily, as she’d never really had training for encounters like this one. “Fortunately, I’ve already learned the lesson being taught, so the interruption shouldn’t cause difficulties.”

      “Excellent,” Sir Alaran said, pausing to consider Vrenne for a moment before asking, “Lady Vrenne, would you mind playing the chaperone for this meeting? While I doubt anything to upset others would occur, it’s always best to take measures against misunderstandings.”

      “Ruethwyn? I’m happy to do so if you’re comfortable with it,” Vrenne said, closing the door behind her as Alaran took a seat in a chair. The room wasn’t enormous, looking more like a study room, with the chairs around a table. The knight had sat on the end of the table nearest the door, which wasn’t quite as intimidating as if he’d been alone on the other side of the table.

      “I’d be happy to have you here, Master Vrenne,” Ruethwyn replied softly, hesitating a moment before taking a seat toward the middle of the table. “Though I’m not certain I need a chaperone. Not after what happened to me.”

      “Don’t be so hard on yourself,” Vrenne replied, frowning as she moved to take a seat at the other end of the table. “I don’t think that what happened should be allowed to hold you back.”

      Ruethwyn couldn’t help but snort softly at that, shaking her head. Taking a moment to clear her mind, she looked at the knight and asked, “Regardless… what can I help you with, Sir Whisperblade?”

      “Her Majesty has tasked me with investigating the attack on Mellesyn and seeing if anything can be done to rescue the captives that Resvarygrath took,” Alaran replied, his voice steady as he looked at Ruethwyn directly. “You may not know this, but nineteen years ago, His Majesty was lost in one of our border skirmishes with the Golden Dominion, so she takes this attack quite seriously. The problem is that you’re the first person I’ve heard of surviving one of his raids who wasn’t away when it happened and wasn’t captured.”

      “I… I see. I hadn’t heard about His Majesty… I knew he was gone, but I was young when it happened,” Ruethwyn replied, her breathing unsteady and her heart almost clenching at the thought of the man rescuing those who’d been captured. She took a moment, trying to suppress the hope welling up inside as she nodded. “I was more than merely fortunate. I’ve told others that the dark elf saved me… you knew about that, I hope?”

      “I’d heard that, but after some of the reports, I decided that it was best to approach you directly and hear what you had to say in person,” Alaran explained, smiling at her. “I’ve learned that many people hear what they want to hear, and that if I want to hear what someone has to tell me, talking to them personally is best. It lowers the chance of the message being warped.”

      “I suppose that’s understandable. So, um… what do you want to know?” Ruethwyn asked, shivering slightly as she thought back on the attack. On the immense heat of the dragon’s breath…

      “Please, tell me about your encounter with the Illisyr, and about those who you saw kidnapped. Tell me what you can remember about the attackers, as well. Not the dragon, since I’m afraid we have far too good of an idea of his abilities,” Alaran said, leaning forward in his chair.

      “R-right, well… I’ll say that the memories are still unsettling, even now,” Ruethwyn said, her composure cracking slightly as she leaned back in her chair, her hand unconsciously reaching up to rub her injured cheek. “I’m not sure how much help I’ll be.”

      “That’s fine, Ruethwyn. I’d be surprised if you didn’t have unpleasant memories of what happened,” Alaran said quietly.

      For a long moment, the room was quiet, memories playing through Ruethwyn’s head… and she spoke at last, her voice soft. “I remember how dark it was, suddenly… like a dense fog descended on the town in the middle of a bright day. The people who attacked emerged from the mist almost like ghosts, wearing steel armor washed black, almost like a dark reflection of his scales. I saw the smith die to their swords, and they were elves and humans… mostly elves, I think. It’s hard to be certain.

      “After… after I fell, he called the Illisyr by name. He called her Essryl, and she referred to him as her lord.” Ruethwyn paused, swallowing hard at the memory. It took her a few moments to speak again. “I think she was demon-blooded. Her eyes had slit pupils and glowed red, and she had the tail of one. I don’t think she was a member of the Demonclaw clan… not since she didn’t kill me. When they started taking the captives away, I tried to intervene, but my injuries… they stopped me. When I came to, Essryl was right there.”

      “What did she do?” Vrenne asked, fascination in her voice as she stared at Ruethwyn.

      “I… don’t remember rightly, not all of it. She found me interesting and was surprised I was trying to fight. It seemed to amuse her, though she threatened to cut my hand off when I tried to grab her.” Ruethwyn hesitated again before adding, “She… she asked what it was that made me fight, and I admitted that it was that they were taking away the person I cared about. That seemed to surprise her.”

      “I suppose it would… I don’t know a lot about the Illisyr, but everything I’ve heard makes me think they’re inclined more to power than emotional responses. That type of a motivation probably would puzzle one of them,” Alaran said, his voice soft. “What then?”

      “She said she’d give me a chance, since I wasn’t a threat. She’d draw out the captives’… t-training for two years, and make sure they were mostly untouched,” Ruethwyn said, shivering as she added, “She healed me, just enough that I’d survive. I asked why, and she said she was curious to see how far my determination could take me, and that I only had two years. She also said not to disappoint her, as she thought I had potential.”

      “How could she heal you? Everything I’ve heard the others say is that your injuries are impossible to affect with healing magic!” Vrenne asked quickly, her eyes bright.

      “I don’t know. Maybe, since she’s his servant, she has a way around it?” Ruethwyn suggested, shrugging. “I don’t know why she did it, though. Not really.”

      “Very odd. You said her name was Essryl?” Alaran asked, sitting back in his chair with a contemplative look.

      “That’s correct,” Ruethwyn said, fighting back the tears welling up at the memory of how she’d been left alone in the ruins of Mellesyn, as well as the day she’d spent finding bodies, looking for any other survivors.

      “Hmm… well, what can you tell me about the captives? You said that your…” Alaran paused, looking uncomfortable before he continued, “your girlfriend was among them? My apologies; I know only women were taken, but I want to be clear.”

      Ruethwyn let out a giggle, incredulity rushing through her as she shook her head. After a moment, she gasped out, “Oh no… I was too much of a coward to admit I liked Anara. I’d been trying to find the words for years but was too scared. Now? Now I wonder why I didn’t just say something. Not that she’d have given me the time of day… but yes, Anara was taken. I only saw a half-dozen women taken, all of them near me in age or a couple of decades older.”

      “It’s not cowardice, Ruethwyn. There are a great many people who don’t find admitting their feelings easy,” Alaran said sympathetically, frowning as he asked, “Is there any way you could tell me what she looked like, or where she lived? If I can find an item of hers, it might make it easier to track down the captives, if I can pull off a rescue.”

      “That…” Ruethwyn hesitated, feeling slightly torn for a moment, then swallowed hard. It took a moment more before she asked, not entirely willing to offer what she was about to. “Would a… a bit of her hair work?”

      Alaran sat up quickly at her words, his eyes widening as he focused on Ruethwyn. “That would be perfect, Ruethwyn! Are you saying that you have some of her hair?”

      “In… in the day after the attack, I was alone. My home wasn’t damaged, but Father… he didn’t make it. So I went to hers, and I found her hairbrush,” Ruethwyn admitted, unclasping her belt pouch and reaching in to find the item in question. “If I was going to find her, I wanted a focus. I wasn’t thinking too clearly at the time, though… it seems impossible when I think about it now.”

      She pulled out a clumsily braided ring of golden hair strands, their luster dulled by the past few months. Ruethwyn had been wearing it as a ring for a few weeks but had stopped to keep the hairs from breaking down any further. She didn’t want to lose the one connection she had to Anara. Not unless it could lead to her being rescued, even if it wasn’t by Ruethwyn.

      “May I borrow it, Ruethwyn? If it’s determined that I can’t attempt a rescue, I’ll return it, but if I can borrow it, that would be invaluable,” Alaran said, the excitement in his eyes softening as he looked at her.

      Ruethwyn took a deep breath, then nodded, her fingers trembling as she offered the ring of hair to Alaran. “Of course. I’m… it’s all I can do at this point. I’ve been learning artificing… just in the hope I could find something to help, but this is better. I hope you can rescue them.”

      “Thank you, Ruethwyn. You’ve helped me, and I hope that I can give you good news,” Alaran said, taking the ring carefully.

      “Is… is there anything else?” Ruethwyn asked, still fighting back tears. “I… I should probably get back to class.”

      “No, that’s it. Thank you again,” Alaran said, and Ruethwyn could feel his gaze on her as she rose and left the room, Vrenne not following.

      As the door closed behind her, Ruethwyn took a deep breath, looking out over the trees and spires of the city, then started down the stairs, her spirits sinking as she wondered what she was going to do now.
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      “Hey! What’re you doing, Ruethwyn?” Korima asked, the kitsune turned around in her chair and staring at Ruethwyn in interest. “I thought we were supposed to be working on second circle spells.”

      Ruethwyn paused, setting aside the engraving tool she’d been using and carefully loosening the clamp holding the wooden bracelet for her. It had been a couple of weeks since classes had begun, and she was growing more comfortable in the academy, if only slightly. It had been more difficult than she’d liked to find a clamp that could be used one-handed, and even when she had, it wasn’t easy to use properly. She still could use it, though, and as she adjusted the clamp, she spoke.

      “I am. I’m creating a second circle enchantment, using a second circle energy spell as the basis,” Ruethwyn explained calmly, tightening the clamp once the bracelet was rotated enough. At least she didn’t catch her finger this time. “It may not be exactly what Master Mara had in mind, but it should meet the requirements.”

      Madeline let out a derisive laugh and looked up from her book disdainfully, her tone biting. “Really? You’re not doing exactly what the assignment is, and instead, something that you came up with yourself? No wonder you got fried.”

      Ruethwyn flinched slightly, pausing as she picked up the engraving tool. She saw Sella cringe out of the corner of her eye, and she thought it looked like Barthel was going to say something, but as he began to open his mouth, Korima spoke first. It wasn’t surprising, since Ruethwyn had learned that the kitsune was prone to emotional outbursts.

      “That’s rude, Madeline! I’d like to see how you’d do if a dragon landed in front of you and decided to burn everything!” Korima exclaimed, bristling as she sat up in her chair, glaring at the noblewoman as she spoke. “You should leave her alone.”

      “I’d do better than you would, furbrain,” Madeline retorted. “Why do you care, anyway?”

      “That’s enough.” Master Mara’s voice cut the others off sharply, and Ruethwyn felt some tension she hadn’t realized was there ease between her shoulder blades.

      The teacher stepped forward and frowned at Korima and Madeline for a moment before speaking, his voice filled with disapproval. “I don’t care if you think that Ruethwyn’s choice is poor, Madeline. Your main concern should be your own task; failure is her problem. You also shouldn’t be insulting your classmates, as it reflects poorly on your station.”

      “Ha! See, I—” Korima began, but was cut off as Master Mara continued firmly.

      “And you need to learn self-control, Korima. Ruethwyn doesn’t need you interjecting yourself between her and others. You’re too emotional and are easily distracted,” Master Mara said, raising an eyebrow as he asked, “Have you completed the assignment yet?”

      “Um, no, not yet. I’m about… halfway done,” Korima said, her ears drooping slightly as she looked at her paper. “It’s just that Ruethwyn’s version is so interesting… I don’t know much about artificing, either.”

      “I see. Well, Ruethwyn, since your method of carrying out the assignment is so unusual, why don’t you explain to everyone why it qualifies as fulfilling my requirements?” Master Mara asked, his gaze impassive as he looked at her. Ruethwyn suspected that the teacher had mixed feelings where she was concerned.

      “Certainly, Master Mara,” Ruethwyn agreed, though she was somewhat tired of having to explain herself. Running her fingers over the wooden bracelet, she considered how to explain herself before choosing a method that was as accurate and concise as possible. “Master Mara assigned us to fully diagram out how a spell works. While I could write out the full text of a spell, an artifact, no matter how minor, is essentially the diagram in physical form. Furthermore, this includes a spell in the artifact that requires my full understanding of how it works. As such, creating the bracelet and allowing you to examine it, Teacher, will allow you to see my work and create something useful at the same time.”

      “Indeed. So what spell are you incorporating into the bracelet?” Master Mara asked, and Ruethwyn saw the other students looking at one another curiously.

      “The bracelet incorporates a minor mana storage spell. It’s intended to allow me to store a modest amount of mana for a few weeks,” Ruethwyn replied, hesitating before she admitted. “It isn’t made of the best materials, but I consider this a test for a more complex version, and a chance to practice with the engraving tools. They’re difficult to use one-handed.”

      “A useful item, though I suspect you’re being optimistic on how long it will last. Alder is a very soft wood, so I believe a week or two is the longest it’ll survive,” Master Mara said, nodding as he moved back to the front of the room. “And before anyone asks, yes, her method is allowed as it fulfills my requirements for the assignment.”

      “Master Mara? May I ask why you said that the wood Ruethwyn is using won’t last long?” Yalline asked, her voice relatively soft as she glanced over at Ruethwyn’s project. “I’ve been considering trying to learn artificing myself.”

      “An excellent question, and a simple one to answer. However, if you want to pick up artificing, I hope you examine your methodology a bit more closely, Yalline. You have an unfortunate tendency to transpose symbols in your diagrams, which could ruin any enchantment. In any case, you’ll find that the vast majority of artifacts or enchanted items are made of metal, stone, or similarly durable materials. While there are some that are made of softer woods, they’re often temporary charms,” Master Mara explained briskly, stepping behind his desk. “The reason for that is that mana stresses any object that contains it. A living creature like you or I can adapt to it and heal from any damage, but an inanimate object either has to be strong enough to resist taking damage or it will eventually break down. You’ll note that many wands are made of oak or harder woods, but only if they’re for less powerful spells. Any mage attempting to make a wand for a powerful spell will tend to make it from metal, simply because metal can last almost indefinitely. Normal wands made of a hardwood will last for several dozen castings, but not many more than that.

      “In addition, there’s also another exception to all this. If the ore or creature that the material an item came from had a potent magical affinity or grew up in a mana-rich area, they gain a tolerance for mana, allowing them to be enchanted without breaking down,” the teacher continued, smiling thinly as he added, “This is why many magi have only one or two robes they favor… the ones we can enchant are quite limited. The military also favors wyvern hide armor for this reason.”

      “So, umm… why did you make it of a soft wood, Ruethwyn?” Sella asked, looking over curiously. “If it won’t last long…”

      “As I told Master Mara, this is a test. Alder is easy to carve, easy to find, and if I make a mistake, I won’t feel upset. If I were making it from copper or silver, a mistake could force me to start over and waste hours or days of effort,” Ruethwyn replied, shrugging as she smiled at Sella. “I’d rather make an inexpensive version first to make sure I have it right before trying to make the more difficult versions.”

      “Oh, I see,” Sella said, nodding in understanding.

      “All right, that’s enough talking. Get back to work until you’ve finished your assignment,” Master Mara interrupted. “I don’t have all day, you know!”

      “Yes, Master Mara,” Ruethwyn murmured among the chorus of other students, turning her attention back to her carving. Though it was a relatively simple enchantment, she imagined it’d take a few more hours to complete.

      Even so, she wondered what had happened with Sir Whisperblade, as she hadn’t heard anything from him in nearly three weeks.
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      Essryl chuckled as the elven warrior frantically attacked, slipping around the soldier’s blade with practiced ease. The woman was relatively skilled, having slain two Shadowguard without being injured, but she wasn’t good enough to worry Essryl.

      Beyond that, the fear in the woman’s eyes was disappointing, and Essryl filed the infiltrator away as unworthy of her time, just as she slipped behind the woman and slid a dagger between her ribs. Recovering the dagger smoothly, Essryl calmly grabbed the woman and pitched her over the parapet without blinking, the woman still choking on her blood as she fell from sight.

      Glancing down the wall, Essryl clicked her tongue and shook her head in disapproval. There were at least two dozen dead Shadowguard on the wall, which didn’t reflect well on Captain Gardner’s training for them. It wasn’t really her business, except when the individuals involved had been trying to break into the parts of the palace that were her domain. She needed to have words with the good captain later. First, she needed to deal with the intruders, though, and Essryl frowned thoughtfully.

      There had been a full dozen intruders to begin with from the looks of things, but they were reduced to only three now. Their attempt to open the door of the palace’s west wing had been a poor choice, as it had triggered an alarm throughout the palace and unleashed a spell that had stripped away all the enchantments that had concealed the intruders, and thus led to their current predicament.

      Most of the Shadowguard were down, and Essryl saw another defending human fall before the curved sword of an intruder, the attacker’s movements far sharper and more skilled than those of the others she was seeing. A mage was casting spells to block the occasional arrows of other defenders, while a woman was guarding the man’s flank. Considering things, the dark-haired man must be the group’s leader, Essryl imagined, and he looked slightly familiar.

      “Oh good. Maybe he’ll be worth my time,” Essryl murmured, flicking the blood off her dagger. She shouldn’t delay, though. The more damage the intruders dealt to the guard, the more annoyed Resvarygrath would be later, and that would be irritating for her.

      Mana flickered through Essryl as she chose to walk through the shadows, flickering ever so briefly into a landscape of shadows with a strange, crimson moon for an instant before emerging in the middle of the trio’s formation.

      Before the mage could react, Essryl mercilessly thrust her dagger through his throat and yanked it outward, leaving the man voiceless as he tried to stop the spray of blood uselessly. She smiled when the other two turned on her.

      Essryl swayed under the man’s sword and kicked the woman in the gut, sending her staggering into the nearest Shadowguard, who quickly took advantage of her lowered guard. While they dealt with the woman, Essryl smiled at the man, judging him and his armor for a moment before descriptions suddenly clicked together and she murmured, “Ah, Captain Whisperblade! I thought I recognized you.”

      “What? You monstrous—wait, you’re…” The man quickly backed away, looking frantic as he glanced at the Shadowguard, then at Essryl. “You must be Essryl. Why are you doing this, anyway?”

      “You know me? That’s unusual… as to why? You intruded into My Lord’s domain. What other reason do I need to defend it?” Essryl asked, her eyebrows rising. She knew that relatively few outsiders knew her name, usually referring to her as Resvarygrath’s ‘pet dark elf’. It was slightly insulting, but it wasn’t as if they did it where she could educate them. She was Illisyr, and calling her a dark elf was hardly polite, even if somewhat accurate.

      “A little bird told me. I’d thought that you might be better than rumored, but obviously you’re just as—” the elf began, and Essryl suddenly put the pieces together, and a smile flickered across her lips. If she was right, Essryl couldn’t have him saying more while they were in public.

      She kicked him abruptly, faster than Alaran could block the blow, and Essryl followed, with her attention focused on the man. The elf was reasonably skilled, she noted, slowly increasing the intensity of her assault to where he could barely parry the rain of deadly strikes she unleashed on him. If she used magic, he wouldn’t even have that chance, but despite that… there was still defiance in his eyes, and she liked that. It was almost as admirable as the determination she’d seen in the eyes of the elven girl a few months back.

      The man was barely holding on as she forced him back to just in front of the parapet, and Essryl paused, giving him just a moment to catch his breath as she spoke. “Not bad, but not good enough, either. Goodbye, Captain.”

      She flickered through the shadows once more and drove both her daggers through his shoulders from behind. Alaran gasped, his sword falling to the ground with a clatter, and she used the daggers as levers to bodily throw him over her head and the edge of the parapet.

      The Shadowguard were staring at her in horror, Essryl noticed, and she smiled slightly at them, then headed toward the throne room at a saunter, flicking the blood off her blades before sheathing them.

      The guards parted before her quickly, and as she moved, Essryl spoke casually. “I’d suggest cleaning all this up, before His Excellency gets upset about the mess.”
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      “You’re certain that the intruders were from Selwyn?” Resvarygrath asked, his eyes narrowing slightly.

      The dragon was standing in the middle of the throne room, and nearby was the throne he used when he bothered to take on a human form. His scales glittered under the light of the numerous lights throughout the throne room, making him an impressive sight, at least to most people.

      Essryl nodded, her voice calm as she spoke respectfully. “Yes, My Lord. I identified the leader of their group as Captain Alaran Whisperblade, one of Queen Averia’s most trusted knights. As they were attempting to breach the west wing, I believe they were scrying for the captives and were attempting a rescue.”

      “I see,” Resvarygrath replied, his snort of annoyance having just a touch of flame to it. “A worthless matter, then.”

      “Pardon me, Milord, but they did kill over two dozen Shadowguard. Should we not retaliate in some way?” Captain Gardner asked, the broad-shouldered, muscular man frowning as he stroked his gray-streaked beard.

      “No. Their training was obviously lacking, so I would suggest you focus on improving the skills of your remaining soldiers, Captain,” Resvarygrath said dismissively. “We took a portion of Selwyn’s domain, so some form of retaliation was inevitable. They failed at their attempt, so it’s a lesson for them. There’s no reason to care what they think, unless they’re foolish enough to make another attempt. Should they do so, then it’s time to consider retaliation.”

      “As you say, Milord,” Captain Gardner said, bowing his head, and after a moment, he asked, “If that’s the case… may I ask why you took the women? I’m not certain what you have planned for them, but⁠—”

      Resvarygrath’s laughter was deep and low, shaking the very stones beneath their feet, and Essryl hid a smile as she saw the human shiver slightly at the sound of it. Few people could handle the presence of a dragon easily, let alone one as powerful as her lord… even if he wasn’t the most powerful dragon she’d seen.

      “You misunderstand, Captain. The reason I took them was quite simple. I took them to show the natives of Selwyn that I could take them. I don’t care about them, not in any way that matters. What matters is that I could make them mine, and that the rulers of Selwyn couldn’t stop me,” Resvarygrath explained as his mirth died down, the dragon revealing his fangs as he did so. “I could eat them, but they’re hardly more than snacks. Cattle are far more filling and taste better besides. No, allowing Essryl to train them to be proper entertainers and trophies is a far better use than something of that sort. Yet make no mistake, they are mine, Captain, and ensure your subordinates remember that. I will not have that which is mine polluted by the touch of those unworthy of them.”

      “Yes, Milord. I’ll remind them,” Captain Gardner acknowledged hastily.

      “My Lord, may I take my leave? I’d like to see if there was anything interesting on the bodies of those who attacked the palace, then go deal with the girls,” Essryl said respectfully, giving the dragon a half-bow. “Doubtlessly there will be hysterics when they learn that the rescuers failed, so I’d best nip such in the bud.”

      “As you like. Excellent work, Essryl, as always,” Resvarygrath said, gesturing with a claw. “You’re dismissed.”

      Essryl gave Captain Gardner a sidelong look as she left, noting how disgruntled he looked, but didn’t say anything. It wasn’t her fault that he preferred keeping the new soldiers in the palace until they were ready for combat, but the human was set in his ways. She imagined he wouldn’t change much, save possibly for intensifying their training regimen. It wasn’t like Resvarygrath needed their protection.

      Essryl continued out of the doors of the throne room and glanced over toward the wall where the battle had taken place. The bodies had all been removed, and new recruits were washing the blood off the black stonework.

      With a thought, Essryl shadow-walked again, this time spending slightly longer in the dark realm. The landscape there was blasted and deadly, but Essryl knew it well, and also knew that most creatures that stalked it were weaker than she was. Emerging from the walk again, Essryl smelled blood, voided bowels, and just a hint of rot assailing her nostrils. Several crows took flight, cawing as they did so, but more importantly, she heard the sound of breathing.

      “Well, well… so you did live,” Essryl said, smiling widely. “I wondered if you would.”

      Alaran Whisperblade’s eyes opened slowly, his skin almost unnaturally pale. The man’s armor was battered by the fall, and blood crusted his clothing. She suspected both of his arms were broken, and he had several cuts on his forehead and face, along with a broken leg. She was surprised that both weren’t shattered, but fortune could be a funny thing.

      “Here… to finish… me…?” Alaran croaked, the wheeze to his voice indicating a deeper injury, and Essryl clicked her tongue, shaking her head.

      “Hardly that. If you lived, so be it, but chances were that you wouldn’t. I’ve orders to defend the palace, Captain, and I follow them. However, you’re no longer in the palace, and you aren’t a threat, either,” Essryl explained, stepping up to the man and studying him. “Oh no… now I can look at you properly and ask what I really want to. Tell me, did the girl from… Mellesyn, wasn’t it? Did she survive, then?”

      “You… why do you… care?” Alaran asked, looking startled and confused, but it was more than enough to satisfy Essryl.

      “Oh good; she did survive. You know, she had far more fire in her eyes than you do right now. It’s an admirable sight in one so young, and there was something so… so interesting about it. I’m happy to hear that she lived, and now I just need to see if she manages to live up to my hopes for her,” Essryl said, smiling broadly as she knelt next to him. “Let’s get you more comfortable, hm?”

      She drew on her magic and murmured the words of a spell, reaching inside the elf and healing his broken ribs while fixing the puncture in the lung she could hear, and returning the blood to where it should be. While she was at it, she closed the other bleeding wounds, since she didn’t want to lose Alaran yet.

      “Why’re you doing this?” Alaran asked, his breathing and words easier now. “Are you working against the dragon?”

      His question soured Essryl’s mood and she carefully drew her dagger, balancing it in a palm as she spoke softly, staring him in the eyes. “I serve Resvarygrath until the day one of us dies. Do not dare to make light of my honor in this, Captain. The next time you so much as implicate that I’m disloyal, I will thrust this dagger through your eye and kill you. I do hope that’s perfectly clear?”

      “Ah, y-yes.” Alaran’s eyes went wide, then he swallowed and asked, “Why did you heal me, or Ruethwyn, for that matter?”

      “Her name is Ruethwyn? Mm, that’s a pretty name…” Essryl said, smiling and playing with the dagger, tossing it into the air and grabbing it again as the elf watched it rise and fall. After a moment, she continued. “I healed her because I felt she had potential, the determination to overcome what was done to her, if only she lived. Such determination is rare in elves… your own will is less than hers, I think. She was in worse condition than you were a few moments ago, and she attempted to fight. I healed both of you because neither of you is a threat to me or My Lord. You, though… I healed you to hear about young Ruethwyn.”

      “What if I don’t want to tell you anything about her?” Alaran asked warily.

      Essryl smiled widely and shrugged, her voice calm as she explained. “If you refuse, why… I’ll just have to kill you. Instead of giving you a chance to go back and tell your queen that another rescue attempt will be met with an overwhelming retaliation, I’ll finish you off. All I want is to hear the story of how a young girl has spent her time since being struck by dragon fire.”

      Tilting her head, Essryl gently placed the dagger against Alaran’s throat and spoke softly. “Choose, Captain.”
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      “Alright, this is getting really annoying. Ruethwyn, how in the world is this even supposed to work?” Tadrick asked, sounding frustrated.

      Ruethwyn glanced up from the book she’d been studying and looked at him curiously, asking, “Whatever do you mean?”

      The class had been moved outside for the day so that Master Mara could coach students through different spells, and the small training ground was restful for the most part. Ruethwyn found the sun’s warmth slightly disturbing since it prompted memories of the attack on Mellesyn, but she pushed the discomfort down, instead sitting on the log while she waited her turn.

      Tadrick was holding a thin book, Ruethwyn saw, while Master Mara was tutoring Korima. The kitsune didn’t look like she was happy, from how her ears were almost flat against her head. The others looked like they were practicing their spells, the most obvious of which was Madeline as she manipulated the soil into a replica of the academy grounds. No matter how much she clashed with Madeline, Ruethwyn had to admit she was skilled with her magic.

      “Atavism! I’ve been trying to learn this for a week, but I can’t seem to make any progress on the basics,” Tadrick said impatiently, tapping the book’s cover. “Master Mara hasn’t been any help, and you’re the only one I know of who has any clue how it’s supposed to work.”

      “If you can’t get your mana to flow in the proper rhythm or to shield your thoughts correctly, you likely don’t have the talent necessary to use the art,” Ruethwyn replied, resisting the urge to sigh.

      Tadrick wasn’t the first of her classmates to approach her for advice, as all but Lissa, Madeline, and Yalline had approached her so far, but none of them had shown any talent for the art. Considering how incredibly skilled most of them were in other ways, it was eye-opening, and explained why Sinera had given up.

      “Couldn’t you give me a hint or something? It’s just… it’s frustrating not to be able to manage it,” Tadrick complained.

      “I don’t dare. I’ve told you that the art is dangerous, haven’t I?” Ruethwyn said, shaking her head slightly. “Master Mara told everyone that when you asked about being tested, too.”

      Tadrick let out a soft growl, glaring at the book in his hands, and a moment later, Lissa spoke, her voice soft. “Um, if I may… R-Ruethwyn? Could we see you use it? I find sometimes… seeing helps me understand. I don’t know that you’ve used your magic where we could see it before.”

      “That’s a good idea, if Ruethwyn is willing,” Sella said, her eyes brightening as she nodded at Lissa. “Thanks, Lissa. I should’ve thought of that myself.”

      The conversation had attracted the attention of most of the class, Ruethwyn realized, and even Master Mara had glanced up to look in their direction. With that much attention, she seriously considered refusing, but after a moment, decided against it. Sliding the ribbon bookmark into place, Ruethwyn closed her book and set it aside with a sigh.

      “Very well. I’ll have you know there’s two reasons I haven’t used this since coming to the school, the first being that it’s actively painful for me to use now,” Ruethwyn explained, carefully stretching her fingers. “I truly wish my mana wasn’t in its current state.”

      “Korima, let’s take a brief break to watch,” Master Mara said, a smile on his face as he added, “I’d like to see this, and I think you could use the break. This will be my first time seeing someone use atavism myself.”

      “Okay, Master Mara,” Korima agreed, her ears perking up as she quickly moved closer, the teacher following as she asked, “What’s the other reason, Rue?”

      Ruethwyn ignored the slight twinge the use of her nickname caused, and the memories it prompted. Instead, she took a deep breath and let it out. “It’s because the elemental merges with my thoughts. This affects my mind, and my personality changes slightly in the process. I only summon elementals I have a good compatibility with because of it. The question is which to summon…”

      “Fire!” Korima said almost instantly, her eyes bright with enthusiasm, and Ruethwyn shuddered at the thought.

      “Um, no, sorry, Korima. I have a mild aversion to fire now,” Ruethwyn replied, swallowing and forcing down the flashbacks of when she’d been injured. As she answered, she saw the kitsune’s ears droop slightly. “I can summon air, earth, nature, shadow, and water.”

      “Nature? There are nature elementals?” Tadrick asked, and Ruethwyn saw Barthel’s mouth close. She imagined several others had been about to ask the same question.

      “Many fey can be considered elementals of one type or another,” Master Mara said, smiling as he added, “Most angels are light elementals as well, but I’m not surprised you don’t have one of them you’re willing to summon.”

      Ruethwyn decided not to say anything, as she simply didn’t want to talk about her contracts in front of everyone. Negotiating with elementals was tricky and odd, and it didn’t help that if she called too powerful of an elemental it could end poorly for her. Instead, she took a breath, then asked Lissa, “Lissa, you asked, so… which would you like to see?”

      “Err…” Lissa hesitated, biting her lip and flushing as the others looked at her, then spoke hesitantly. “Shadow, I think? I have a talent for fire, so I think that’d be the best for me, but if it would make you uncomfortable… shadow would be best.”

      “As you like,” Ruethwyn said, taking a deep breath.

      “This should be interesting,” Delvin murmured to Dana, his voice barely audible.

      Ruethwyn ignored them and closed her eye, settling into the proper mindset and smoothing her thoughts. The sense of serenity was almost ruined by the pangs of guilt she felt at not using Sinera’s gifts in a few months, but after a few moments she managed to smooth out the ripples again. Atavism took a peculiar state of mind, as well as the proper arrangement of mana, so she carefully prepared herself, then gently began drawing on her mana.

      The pain didn’t reduce over time, Ruethwyn found. It still felt like she was drawing needles of fire through her veins, but she was growing used to it. Unlike casting spells, which took almost twice as long with half her mana veins nearly destroyed, creating the lattice through her body and mind was easy, and Ruethwyn smiled as she saw the streamers of light begin playing across her arm, almost like magical tattoos in lines and whorls. The mana gathered in her lips, and Ruethwyn took a deep breath.

      “Umbra…” Ruethwyn whispered, not speaking the full name of the elemental to keep others from overhearing it. Mana seeped out of Ruethwyn as she called for her friend. That’s how she thought of the elementals; they were her friends.

      The summoning completed almost imperceptibly, the silky sensation of alien thoughts washing over Ruethwyn, almost but not quite a comforting blanket at night. The main sign of Umbra’s presence was how Ruethwyn’s thoughts grew smoother and calmer, and the markings darkened to a purple so deep that they were almost black. She felt Umbra’s thoughts as the silent elemental drank in Ruethwyn’s memories, then the being extended her condolences for what had happened. It was almost a relief to have Umbra there, tempering her emotions and providing distance from what had happened.

      Korima gasped, her eyes widening as she spoke. “Your eye went blue, then almost black! Purplish-black, maybe? You look weird, Rue.”

      “Umbra is a shadow elemental, but a more benevolent one of their kindred. My appearance slightly reflects the nature of the elemental’s power while summoned,” Ruethwyn said, her voice slightly more precise as she nodded at Korima. “As you can see, it’s virtually impossible to hide that I’ve summoned an elemental, and⁠—”

      Ruethwyn paused as she felt annoyance from Umbra as the elemental’s thoughts merged more fully with her own. The elemental wasn’t happy with Ruethwyn’s reduced vision, and with Ruethwyn’s permission, Umbra started casting a spell, using Ruethwyn’s lips and fingers to speak oddly sibilant words, and Ruethwyn struggled to understand what the elemental was doing. The knowledge was beyond what she’d learned from Umbra before, and the hints she could grasp were fascinating.

      The spell’s incantation came to a sudden end, and abruptly Ruethwyn found herself able to see shadows of the others on her right side. It was strangely blurry, like purple outlines against a black background, but it was vision on that side.

      “Ruethwyn, what did you just do?” Master Mara asked, his eyebrows furrowing. “That spell was… odd. Your injured eyelid is glowing now as well.”

      “Umbra decided to cast a spell that gave me vision on my right, at least sort of. It’s more like silhouettes of each of you on that side of my body,” Ruethwyn said, focusing on the images as best she could. It was very similar to vision, but not quite the same. Umbra was still annoyed, but seemed happier with the change. “I couldn’t understand it fully… the spell was beyond my personal knowledge.”

      “I… I didn’t understand what you did at all,” Lissa said, her voice soft. “You only said the elemental’s name, then you changed.”

      “I think that’s why the magical technique is so difficult to understand,” Delvin said, the man’s voice thoughtful as he studied Ruethwyn. “Most spells and magical techniques… we get the gestures, the incantations, and we gradually grow to understand them. With atavism, it’s almost purely internal from what I can tell. It requires a degree of personal control, which I can’t just can’t seem to grasp.”

      “That’s the best guess among the teachers. We’re not certain if it’s actually a magical gift or a particular mindset that allows someone to learn it,” Master Mara agreed. “Did seeing Ruethwyn using it help anyone?”

      Ruethwyn stood still as the others looked at each other, trying to cross her hands unconsciously, at least until she remembered that her arm was missing. That disconcerted Umbra, she found, and the elemental quickly communicated her apologies, as the immortal didn’t have the concrete form of a mortal or the limitations Ruethwyn possessed. It was a strange feeling in many ways, but Ruethwyn found it oddly comforting, and the vision was fascinating. The only unfortunate aspect was the constant pain maintaining Umbra’s summoning caused.

      Finally, Master Mara nodded. “I thought as much. Ruethwyn, thank you for humoring your fellow students. It’s truly unfortunate what happened to you, as otherwise I suspect you would have one day rivaled your teacher’s skills at her height of power.”

      Ruethwyn hesitated a moment, then gave her goodbyes and thanks to Umbra before releasing the elemental. The release removed the pain, and both the vision and markings vanished with Umbra’s departure. The loss of vision left Ruethwyn reeling for a moment, then she shook her head as she answered. “I truly doubt that, Master Mara. Sinera… she was truly awe-inspiring in her youth. I’ve never believed I could exceed her skill, and now…”

      Shaking her head, Ruethwyn turned to pick up her book and sit again, figuring that the others would get back to what they were doing. She somehow doubted that Master Mara would spend much time with her, as so far, he’d been content to let her make her own way since she was passing his assignments without instructions. The soft murmur of words didn’t surprise Ruethwyn, not since the others were discussing what they’d seen, and her hearing wasn’t as good on her right either.

      The sudden roar nearly caused Ruethwyn’s heart to stop as the multi-toned bellow washed over her, and she recognized the sound of a dragon’s roar. All her suppressed nerves snapped to life, and Ruethwyn acted instantly as she dropped the book to the ground.

      She spun toward the source of the sound, flicking her wrist so that the silver bracelet she’d spent her first week at the academy building was apparent, and the flick of the wrist triggered the spring-loaded sheath she’d taken to wearing, which dropped a wand directly into Ruethwyn’s hand. Ruthlessly drawing on her mana, Ruethwyn hissed as she channeled it into the bracelet and wand, and a spherical lattice of glittering light snapped into existence around her as the wand began to glow a bright blue… and Ruethwyn stopped, blinking as she looked at Madeline, whose eyes had gone wide as the wand pointed directly at her.

      “Ruethwyn, don’t!” Master Mara barked out, a hair’s breadth slower than Ruethwyn, turning from where he’d been moving back to the middle of the clearing.

      Seeing the sparkling traces of the spell Madeline had cast, Ruethwyn paused, taking a deep breath before she slowly released the mana which she’d channeled into her items, allowing the shield to die and the wand to return to normal. She wanted nothing more than to scream at Madeline, but instead she closed her eye, breathing in and out for a moment before speaking.

      “I wasn’t going to attack. The moment I knew there wasn’t a dragon on the other end of my wand, I stopped,” Ruethwyn said, trying to calm her racing heart as well. “That was… unpleasant.”

      “Yes, it was. Madeline, what in the hells did you think you were doing?” Master Mara snapped out, his eyes narrowing. “Ruethwyn could have injured or killed you and doing that to someone who survived a dragon attack is the height of cruelty.”

      “I… I was just experimenting with air magic and did it on a whim. I didn’t think she’d try to attack me!” Madeline protested, her shock seeming to give way to outrage. “It was just a joke!”

      “It wasn’t a very good joke. Hell, I nearly jumped out of my skin!” Tadrick said, crossing his arms and glowering at the noblewoman. “I can’t imagine what it was like for Ruethwyn.”

      “Everyone, quiet!” Master Mara’s command was almost a shout, and he looked over the group with obvious unhappiness before focusing on Madeline. “Madeline, you owe Ruethwyn an apology. Now.”

      “But it was just—” Madeline began to protest, but Master Mara interrupted.

      “Now, Madeline,” the teacher said, his voice icy. “I don’t care what excuses you may have; you know better than to do something like that, and doing so shows very poor judgement.”

      For a long moment, Madeline didn’t react, but the anger in the noblewoman’s eyes was apparent as she glanced at Ruethwyn. Then, her anger vanished behind a mask of indifference. Behind her, Yalline was looking quite uncomfortable, but after a moment, Madeline gave a curtsey and held it, her voice calm and apparent sincerity in her voice. “Ruethwyn, I apologize for my actions. I didn’t realize how you’d react and will not do so again.”

      “Good. Ruethwyn?” Master Mara asked, looking at Ruethwyn, and she thought she saw a hint of wariness in his eyes.

      Despite Madeline’s words, Ruethwyn was certain the noble didn’t mean them in the slightest, not with the anger she’d seen. Still, Madeline had apologized, so she had little choice but to accept it and keep an eye out for any other pranks the woman might try. So, Ruethwyn nodded and spoke as calmly as she was able, slipping her wand into her belt as she did so. “Your apology is accepted, Madeline. I must add that different people react differently to stress. Some people’s first instinct is to run, and others to fight, and that can lead to poor reactions if you make a mistake. Just a thought for you.”

      Turning to Master Mara, Ruethwyn crouched down to pick up her book, fumbling slightly as she asked, “Master Mara? May I ask if you had a particular lesson in mind for me? I’m afraid that the stress of the summoning and the prank have left me somewhat fatigued and feeling unwell. If possible, I would like to go rest for a while.”

      “While I did have a few things I wanted to go over with you, they’re minor enough that we can address them tomorrow,” Master Mara said, a frown flickering across his face. “I do apologize about the stress, but it’s something you need to get used to, I believe.”

      “I agree, Master Mara, but I’m still adjusting to what happened to me,” Ruethwyn agreed, standing again.

      “I’ll have to take your word for that. Still, go ahead and take a break for the rest of the day, Ruethwyn,” Master Mara said. “You don’t need someone to accompany you back to your room, do you?”

      “No, I’ll be fine. Thank you, Master Mara,” Ruethwyn said, bowing politely, then picked up her bag as well.

      “Ruethwyn, are you sure you’ll be okay?” Sella asked, looking slightly uncertain as she took a step closer. “The look on your face when you turned around…”

      “I’ll be fine. Thank you, though,” Ruethwyn told her, smiling ever so slightly at Sella before giving the others a nod and walking away.

      As she walked away, Ruethwyn heard Barthel comment to Delvin, “Would you remind me later to ask her where she got the wrist sheath from? That was impressive.”

      “Right, like you’d spend the time learning to use it,” Delvin retorted, and Ruethwyn couldn’t help a small smile.

      At least most of her classmates weren’t entirely bad, even if most were driven by pity.
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        * * *

      

      The dormitory was quiet, and Ruethwyn appreciated that as she dropped her bag onto her desk, sighing, then pulled out the wand to set it down as well. Holding up her arm, it took a couple of flicks to get the sleeve to drop below her wrist sheath. Getting the sheath on and off was difficult, which was why she’d paid a leatherworker to make a sheath with clasps she could half-undo with just her mouth and easily slip it on and off.

      Ruethwyn set the sheath on the desk and began pressing the spring back into place so she could load the wand again. She hadn’t known how frustrating missing a hand could be, and most days she wanted nothing more than to have her other arm back, magic or no magic.

      At least the pain from drawing on her mana had mostly faded, leaving Ruethwyn with a minor headache, and her heart wasn’t racing anymore. Ruethwyn put the wand into place and sighed, taking a step away from the desk. She’d just lay down for a few minutes, then⁠—

      “When I heard about you from Captain Whisperblade, I’d almost been afraid your fire had burned out, but the little display earlier… Mm, I have to say that was a pleasure to see.” Essryl’s purr was unmistakable as she spoke, and Ruethwyn’s heart suddenly skipped a beat, as terror even greater than what the dragon roar had caused hit her.
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      Despite her shock, Ruethwyn didn’t pause, instead taking a quick step back toward the desk to try to snatch the wand out of its sheath. At the same time, she opened her mouth to call out an alarm, but she wasn’t quite quick enough.

      An ebon hand covered her mouth like an iron clamp and Ruethwyn found herself jerked around, then landed on the bed heavily, her arm twisted painfully behind her. Essryl sounded amused as she spoke softly, the dark elf’s body holding Ruethwyn down. “Now, now, none of that, Ruethwyn.”

      Ruethwyn’s eye went wide at the dark elf speaking her name, and a moment later, her heart skipped a beat. Essryl had said that she’d heard about her from Captain Whisperblade, and that meant Alaran. That meant that he’d encountered the dark elf, and that didn’t bode well for him, considering her situation.

      “Mm, not quite how I like pinning someone to a bed, but I suppose it works,” Essryl murmured. “Now, Ruethwyn… I’m going to let go of you. If you try to attack me, I’ll make you regret it. If you attempt to alert others, why… I suppose I’ll just have to kill everyone in my path as I carve my way out of your lovely little academy. I may take the scenic route. Do you understand me? You can nod your head.”

      The dark elf’s casual tone chilled Ruethwyn’s blood, but after a moment, she swallowed and nodded as best she could with her face buried in the blankets, giving out a muffled affirmative. “Mmph!”

      “Good,” Essryl said, releasing Ruethwyn and stepping away, though the Illisyr was still eerily silent. Pushing herself to her feet, her arm still aching from the dark elf’s grip, Ruethwyn turned to face the intruder, then blinked.

      Essryl looked much as she had before, though Ruethwyn was able to see more details now that her mind was clearer. The dark elf’s armor was leather, but there was a strange sheen to it, with darker patterns of black runes and sigils against merely dark leather, and it was reinforced by deep purple adamantine over her vital organs. It wasn’t just the daggers that hung from her belt, but also a wand and a belt pouch. The Illisyr was smiling, her tail lashing like a cat’s, but her eyes were what drew Ruethwyn’s attention the most. Rather than the previous glowing red, the slit pupils were highlighted by an electric purple-blue iris that glowed in the dim light of the room.

      “What… what happened to your eyes? I don’t remember them being like that,” Ruethwyn said, swallowing and distracting herself as she tried to think of what else to say, reaching up to massage her mouth gently. Essryl’s grip had been very firm. After a moment, she added, “And what… what have you done with Anara and the others?”

      “Oh, these? I was scaring the girls a little too much with crimson eyes; they thought I was a demon, so I changed the color. I still unsettle them, but it isn’t nearly as bad this way,” Essryl said, smiling as she looked Ruethwyn over, much like a merchant sizing up merchandise, the elf thought. It was unsettling. “You look tolerably well, considering what happened to you. I gave even odds you’d die, despite my work. Anara, though? So that’s your beloved? She’s a feisty one, and high-spirited, but well despite that. All the women we took are well enough for now.”

      “I don’t even understand why you’re doing this. It’s almost like you’re working against the… the dragon, but I can’t believe that, not with everything else. You confuse me,” Ruethwyn said, trying and failing to keep an accusing tone from her voice. Despite that, her fears eased slightly at the knowledge that Anara was still alive, as were the others. Shaking the thought off, she scowled as she added, “What are you even doing here? Plenty of people would love nothing more than to kill you!”

      “If they want to make the attempt, they’re more than welcome to try. Some elves are worthy in battle, but not nearly as many as believe they are,” Essryl said, casually stepping over to the desk and slipping the wand out of its sheath to examine it. After a moment, she nodded in approval. “Not bad; you’re trying to make up for your shortcomings, and this is fairly potent for someone of your skill.”

      “What are you doing here?” Ruethwyn demanded, her voice rising slightly, but Essryl raised a finger to her lips, slipping the wand back into place.

      “Shh… not unless you want a lot of people to die,” the Illisyr said, smiling slightly. “I’m here because I was worried that you’d lost that fire that made you so interesting to begin with. I spared you because I was curious to see how far you could go, but the dear captain… what he told me of you? It sounded like your fire had all but guttered out. If it had, why… I’d just have to revoke my gift of life. Fortunately, that doesn’t appear to be necessary.”

      Ruethwyn blanched at the casual threat on her life, but Essryl didn’t bat an eyelash, glancing around the room. Swallowing hard, Ruethwyn edged away from the dark elf as she asked, “I… you mentioned Captain Whisperblade before. He… did he…”

      “Captain Whisperblade performed admirably. He and a group of soldiers made their way into the Obsidian Palace without being detected, then attempted to break into the wing containing the captives. Unfortunately for them, my wards are much more sophisticated than those over the walls, and they triggered them,” Essryl said, smiling thinly in a way that made Ruethwyn even more worried. “They put up a good fight, I’ll give them that much. Captain Whisperblade, though…”

      “No…” Ruethwyn let out a soft protest.

      “…Lived,” Essryl finished, and grinned as she teased. “You thought I would tell you he died, didn’t you? No, I threw him over the parapet. Much like you, his chances of survival weren’t the best, but he did live. I checked and gave him the choice between telling me about you, which is how I know your name, or death. He cooperated, so I healed him just enough to get him back to Selwyn. Why, I imagine he’s halfway back here by this point.”

      “You…!” Ruethwyn began, then stopped, taking a deep, angry breath. Letting it out, she glared at Essryl and spat out, “You’re just toying with me, aren’t you? You’re trying to make me angry and frustrated, so you have an excuse to kill everyone in the area.”

      Essryl laughed suddenly, and her smile highlighted her deadly beauty in a way that Ruethwyn hadn’t really seen before, as the dark elf replied almost gently. “Hardly that, Ruethwyn. What I’m trying to do is to stoke those fires in your heart. I want to see you strive to overcome the obstacles in your path, to see you truly try. I’ll be delighted if you somehow overcome the challenge that I present and rescue your beloved from the palace, because it will show that more elves are worthy of notice.”

      “So this is a test?” Ruethwyn asked incredulously. “You’re going to… throw the fight, or something? Go easy on me?”

      “Go easy on you? I think you entirely misunderstand, Ruethwyn. If you assault the palace and fail? I’ll either kill you or capture you and lock you away with the others,” Essryl said, smiling broadly as she sauntered around the bed. “You asked me earlier about my loyalty to Resvarygrath… well, the answer is simple. I’m loyal to him because he defeated me in single combat by a hair’s breadth. Loyalty doesn’t mean I agree with what he does, it simply means I won’t work against him or disobey orders. He doesn’t care about your little friends I’m training. To a dragon, the act of taking them is the important thing. It’s a message to all those who might challenge him. If you rescue them… you survived his attack, and you retaliated. He’ll consider it reasonable and ignore your actions, so long as you don’t do too much damage in the process. Essentially, you’re nothing to him, Ruethwyn.”

      Ruethwyn found herself at loss for words at Essryl’s explanation. The thought that the dragon had only barely beaten Essryl… a shiver went down Ruethwyn’s spine, staring at the woman. She’d thought that Resvarygrath was far more dangerous than Essryl, but now, looking at the Illisyr standing in her room, in the middle of the academy as though she didn’t have a care in the world… Ruethwyn’s fear grew.

      “You frighten me,” Ruethwyn said, her voice soft as she stared at the woman.

      “Good. That means you have a working mind. I’m Illisyr, and we are deadly. Where the other clans have remained largely stagnant for millennia, we have been forging ourselves to be stronger and better. If you didn’t fear me, I’d think you were stupid. If you allowed it to paralyze you, you wouldn’t be worth my time,” Essryl said, studying Ruethwyn’s face as she nodded. “I’m glad to see my time and effort haven’t been misplaced. I’d suggest you work on finding a way to overcome your disabilities… oh, and if I may? You’ll need allies from outside Selwyn. The leadership of this realm doesn’t have the fortitude to dare challenge My Lord.”

      “What? What’re you talking about?” Ruethwyn protested, but as she spoke, Essryl stepped into a shadow near the wall and flickered like a shadow herself before vanishing.

      Ruethwyn stared for a moment, then added, her voice soft, “How did you heal me, for that matter? Gods above…”
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      Alaran gasped, leaning against the tree as he tried to catch his breath. His entire body ached, and the stabbing pain where the backpack dug into his shoulders was almost a familiar companion by this point.

      While the dark elf had healed him enough to get out of the area immediately surrounding Resvarygrath’s palace, Alaran hadn’t had an easy time, not without his sword and with the lingering effects of having two daggers thrust through his shoulders. He’d gotten enough supplies from one of his team’s caches, but the abject failure of their rescue attempt brought bile to his throat every time Alaran thought about it.

      The distraction of when his trail had been picked up by one of the Shadowguard patrols had almost been a welcome relief, as it had focused Alaran’s attention on something more immediate. The last two days had been unpleasant, but if he was right, Alaran had crossed the border into Selwyn about half an hour earlier, and that meant that one of the temporary patrol camps should be nearby.

      “Alright, just a little farther. Come on, legs,” Alaran muttered, pushing away from the tree and continuing forward with dogged determination.

      He may have failed in his task, but he wasn’t going to also fail Her Majesty by not delivering the chilling warning that Essryl had given him. He also needed to get the lock of hair back to Ruethwyn and apologize to her for all his doubts as to her story regarding Essryl.

      Gods knew he’d been wrong about enough so far.
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      “I’m told Anara was a bad girl while I was away?” Essryl asked, glancing at Leticia. “What did she do this time?”

      “She waited until the day after you left, then attempted to escape via the loft,” the elven woman said, her red hair pulled back in a bun as she watched Essryl respectfully, a gold collar glittering around her neck almost like jewelry. “She was captured by one of the guards as she reached the wall, Mistress.”

      “Mm, not bad. She could’ve done better, but not bad at all,” Essryl said, smiling in amusement at the thought of the pair. Knowing that Anara was Ruethwyn’s beloved amused her somehow. If Ruethwyn had fallen for one of the others… well, at least it wasn’t a disappointment. Shaking her head, Essryl asked, “Where is she?”

      “She was placed in solitary confinement, Mistress Essryl,” Leticia explained. “She’s still there and has been extremely uncooperative.”

      “Excellent. I’ll go have words with her momentarily,” Essryl said, smiling and opening her belt pouch. She pulled out her dimensional sack, which looked like nothing more than a black cloth sack with numerous runes in silver thread across its surface. Unfolding it, she opened the sack and pulled out a white leather-bound book that was held closed by a clasp. She offered it to Leticia, speaking calmly. “Leticia, please take this to My Lord, and tell him that its acquisition was unnoticed. Do not attempt to open it; it’s magically sealed and will burn your hands off should you do so.”

      “I… of course, Mistress Essryl,” Leticia replied, her poise breaking slightly as she began to take the book, then paused with her hands an inch away from it, asking, “Is it safe to hold, then?”

      “Of course it is. The magic detects intent, not simply actions. So long as you don’t intend to open it while acting on the impulse, you’ll be fine,” Essryl explained patiently.

      “As you wish,” Leticia said, taking the book. A moment after she’d been holding it, the woman visibly relaxed and let out a sigh of relief. She bowed her head and asked, “By your leave?”

      Essryl nodded, watching the woman go in amusement. One of the predecessors of the girls she was currently training, Leticia knew better than to disobey, but something about her servile nature always bothered Essryl. She didn’t understand why Resvarygrath wished for her to beat the fight out of his opponents, even if she could manage it easily. Where was the challenge in making his opponents unable or unwilling to fight back? She’d rather put them out of their misery and be done with it.

      It wasn’t Essryl’s choice, though, and she put it out of her mind, letting out a sigh as she turned to head to the confinement rooms. Unlike most of the Obsidian Palace, these walls were white and kept clean, as she’d found that a less oppressive atmosphere did more to help those she trained to adapt, unlike the looming darkness of much of the palace. Beyond that, the West Wing was Essryl’s domain, and none save Resvarygrath would dare intrude without permission. In many ways, it was a place of safety for the servants, and she did her best to keep it that way. The last soldier to intrude had proven a quite worthwhile example and had kept any recruits from laying a hand on her girls for the past two years.

      The door to solitary confinement was much like all the others, fine cherry that had been burnished to a dull shine, and Essryl looked at it for a moment before reaching out to touch it, feeling the wards around her recognizing her presence before they unlocked the door and allowed her into the room.

      “I told you to—” Anara began defiantly, spinning around to face Essryl. Then her eyes went wide as she audibly swallowed, her tone quickly growing nervous. “M-Mistress Essryl, I didn’t know you were back!”

      “I imagine not. I’m told that you were a bad girl while I was away, Anara… is that right?” Essryl asked, glancing around the room lazily.

      Solitary confinement in the wing wasn’t nearly as bad as Essryl could’ve made it. There was a comfortable bed, a glow-globe, which could be dimmed or brightened with a word, a shelf with a dozen books on it, and a wardrobe for spare garments. What it didn’t have was access to the wing’s baths, a window, or a restroom. Anara’s ankle was chained to the bed, giving her just enough slack to go anywhere in the room, but only just.

      Much like Leticia, Anara was wearing a gold collar, and the golden-haired elf also wore a relatively simple blue gown. The elf crossed her arms in front of her defensively, her eyes flashing with defiance as she replied. “I tried to escape and was caught. If that’s being bad, well, there’s no point in discussing it. I want to leave, not be trapped in this gigantic bird cage.”

      Essryl laughed softly, resisting the urge to smile even more as the woman twitched, the chain clinking as she shifted her feet. After a moment, Essryl spoke, positively amused. “I see. Yes, that’s being a bad girl, Anara… and I’m going to have to ask you not to do it again.”

      “Or what? You’ll kill me?” Anara demanded, taking a step backward. “That’d be better than staying here for the rest of my life!”

      “Oh no, I won’t kill you, Anara,” Essryl replied, smiling as she considered her little problem, then asked, “Tell me, do you remember Ruethwyn?”

      “Ruethwyn?” Anara asked, her expression growing puzzled. “Um, wasn’t she the librarian’s apprentice? Quiet for the most part… I didn’t know her well. She must have died in the attack, since I haven’t seen her here. What does she have to do with anything?”

      “Died? Hardly that. She was struck by My Lord’s fire and lost an arm, an eye, and half her body is little more than scars at this point,” Essryl replied, her smile widening as she saw Anara flinch. “Despite that, at the time, she tried to stand up and attack. She tried to fight me, Anara, despite her injuries being enough to fell most Illisyr I’ve known. Do you know why?”

      “N-no? How would I know that?” Anara asked, now almost looking worried.

      “She did it… for you. She cared for you so desperately that she pushed through unimaginable pain. Ruethwyn survived, and I made her a promise. I can delay the completion of your training for up to two years… and she has that time to rescue you,” Essryl explained.

      “As if that’s possible. If she was injured that badly, what chance does she have of ever—” Anara began, but Essryl cut her off.

      “My little trip was prompted by a rescue attempt that Ruethwyn made possible. She’d found a token of yours that Selwyn’s agents used to try to rescue you. Had they been slightly warier, they might have succeeded,” Essryl said, her tone precise as she took a step toward Anara, who backed away again, almost bumping into the bed. “I went to see her over the last few days. Her injuries are cursed, and the ignorant magi of your kingdom can’t heal them. Despite that, she nearly killed a noblewoman who attempted to startle her with a fake dragon roar and she didn’t run. Ruethwyn tried to fight me when I ambushed her, until I threatened to kill everyone in my path on the way out of the academy. She hasn’t given up… and I do believe if you have any hope of being rescued, it will be by her hand. I’d say hands, but she only has one.”

      “Why are you telling me this? To get my hopes up?” Anara asked. “Because it isn’t going to work!”

      That wasn’t true, Essryl thought, at least not from the slightly brighter light in Anara’s eyes. Essryl didn’t comment on it, though, instead smiling as she spoke. “Ah, but that’s not what I’m doing at all. I promised to keep you as untouched as I may for that two years. The rest of the people from your village, though…? They weren’t part of that bargain.”

      The blood drained from Anara’s face, and the woman swallowed hard.

      Circling around to Anara’s other side, Essryl spoke softly but sincerely, making certain just a hint of threat was apparent in her tone. “If you’re a good girl, I’ll keep them as safe as I keep you, Anara. All of you can wait and see if Ruethwyn lives up to my hopes. If you aren’t a good girl… I’ll speed things up with them, and they can experience what happens when a dragon gets annoyed at an impertinent servant. They don’t tend to last long.”

      Anara swayed, staring at Essryl for a long moment, then slowly, her shoulders slumped in defeat. Her voice was resigned as she replied. “I’ll… I’ll do as you say. I’ll be good.”

      Essryl smiled, satisfied. “Excellent. Let’s get that shackle off, then.”
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      The book Ruethwyn was reading wasn’t much help, she found. It’d claimed that it was a full history of the Illisyr and gave all the details one might desire to know. The truth was that it was filled with supposition and guesses, at least beyond the beginnings of the clan.

      Once upon a time, there were five great elven clans, each with their own ruling family; Antar, Emris, Illisyr, Kortak, and Sylvan. Each clan was said to have been created by one of the goddesses of Nature’s Court, with the chosen of the Queen being clan Antar. The majority of elves in modern times were primarily descended of Sylvan, Ruethwyn knew, but the clans had all mingled over the millennia, all but the Illisyr.

      When the rulers of clan Antar had vanished, the Illisyr had attempted to take their place at the head of the royal houses. The resulting war was often called the War of Supremacy, and the combined forces of Kortak and Sylvan had barely defeated the Illisyr, who’d then been exiled into the Thorned Wood for their crimes. The Illisyr had spat on the kindness of not simply executing them outright and had declared themselves no longer one of the elven clans before entering the Thorned Wood of their own volition, vanishing into its depths without a trace. That was when the details of the book grew speculative at best, Ruethwyn found. Perhaps there was some truth to the author’s claim that the Illisyr had made demonic pacts to survive, considering Essryl’s demonic features, but since the clan had been assumed destroyed at the time, it wasn’t as though he had any proof.

      Ruethwyn finally set the book aside with a sigh, shaking her head. She’d hoped to glean information on how Essryl had healed her to begin with from the tome, but that appeared to be a lost cause. The dark elf had indicated that healing could be done, but she hadn’t given Ruethwyn any clues to work off of.

      “Or did she?” Ruethwyn murmured, considering the possibilities as she sat back in her chair, thinking. “Other allies, was it?”

      She was sitting in one of the back corners of the library, the close stacks and musty smell of books oddly comforting. Most other students didn’t come back here, which also gave her some privacy that she appreciated, especially since Madeline hadn’t stopped sniping at Ruethwyn with every chance she had.

      A shuffle of footsteps came closer, and Ruethwyn blinked, hearing what almost sounded like sniffing. A moment later, Korima came around the corner, her chin inclined to sniff the air more easily, then the kitsune lowered her head, smiling broadly as she exclaimed. “Rue, there you are! Were you trying to hide or something? This is pretty far back.”

      “Calmly, Korima. We’re in a library,” Ruethwyn scolded gently, shaking her head at the overeager woman. “I’m not hiding, I’m simply picking a spot without much traffic into it. It makes concentrating easier.”

      “Oh! That’s an interesting idea… maybe I should try it. I just get so distracted when other people come into the room…” Korima said, looking slightly speculative as she ran her fingers through her hair. “I’m making progress in class, but not as much as I’d like to.”

      “You’re doing well. Better than Lissa, as far as I can tell,” Ruethwyn replied, considering the kitsune for a moment before asking, her voice softer than it had been, “I can’t imagine you came to see me for no reason, Korima. You tend to get along with Barthel, Tadrick, and Sella more than with me. Was there a reason you came looking for me?”

      “Right! There was a person here to see you, and one of the teachers asked if I knew where you were. I remembered catching your scent in here and decided to come find you,” Korima explained quickly. “The teacher said that he was Sir Alaran, or something like that.”

      “Sir Alaran? He’s back, then?” Ruethwyn asked, sitting upright quickly. “He’s the knight I met with before, Korima, back when you were learning to condense mana.”

      “Okay, that explains it. Yeah, he’s waiting in one of the meeting rooms in the north wing,” Korima said, relaxing a little as she smiled broadly. “I was wondering if you were in trouble or something. I didn’t want that.”

      “No, but I should go meet with him. I’ve been a bit…” Ruethwyn paused as she pushed herself upright, then swayed in place as the blood rushed out of her head. She took a moment to steady herself before explaining. “I just was worried. I gave him a token from one of the people who was kidnapped from Mellesyn, and maybe he has news about them.”

      She deliberately was keeping Essryl’s visit to herself. She’d probably share with the captain, but Ruethwyn didn’t want to risk upsetting Essryl and getting lots of people killed. One thing the book she’d read had been quite clear on was that Illisyr were almost universally dangerous, with even the least skilled among them being equal to a trained soldier of other realms. It was the only way they could survive in the Thorned Wood.

      “Oh! I hope it’s good news, then!” Korima exclaimed, her smile bright. Then it faded as she continued, with her ears drooping slightly. “I can’t imagine… what it must’ve been like. I’m sorry, I just… sometimes I start talking without thinking, and I don’t realize how you must feel about things. If I lost my entire family back home, I have no idea how much that’d hurt. I also didn’t think about how being burned must have made you feel about fire. I’ve been meaning to apologize, but it never seemed like I thought about it at a good time.”

      Ruethwyn paused, looking at Korima with a bit of surprise. The woman’s contrition was obvious, and Ruethwyn couldn’t help a slight smile. Korima always gave her mixed feelings, but it was obvious that the kitsune didn’t mean to hurt anyone. She was simply enthusiastic, and quick to speak her mind.

      “It’s alright, Korima. I won’t say that it doesn’t hurt at times, because not a day goes by where I don’t wish that I could wake up and that everything that happened was a dream… but I don’t blame you,” Ruethwyn said, watching Korima’s expression grow less unhappy as she explained. “Just try to hold back a little, please? It isn’t easy for me.”

      “I’ll try. Thank you for not being upset. Now, um, shall we? That knight should be waiting for you,” Korima said, looking relieved and a bit nervous. “I just… I got sidetracked.”

      “Of course,” Ruethwyn agreed and followed Korima as they began heading out of the library. Hopefully the librarians wouldn’t come across the book on the table before Ruethwyn got back, as she’d hate to give them more work.

      Sella and Tadrick were at a table with Dana and Delvin, Ruethwyn noticed, and Tadrick looked up to see them as Ruethwyn headed for the door. He seemed to hesitate for a moment before waving at Ruethwyn, and she gave him a gentle wave in return as she followed Korima from the library.

      It wasn’t far to the north wing, and Ruethwyn heard faint sounds through the doors of the chapel to the Queen. A part of her wondered what had happened to the royalty of clan Antar, considering that the book had said they vanished, not that they’d died out. Most of Selwyn didn’t have a close link to clan Antar, so it wasn’t something she really worried about, but since their patron had been the Queen…

      Ruethwyn shrugged the thought off, instead continuing onward. A mystery that hadn’t been solved for millennia wasn’t something of use to Ruethwyn, and she had more important things to do. A minute later, Korima stopped in front of a door and spoke brightly. “Here we are! Do you want me to wait for you or anything?”

      “Thank you, Korima, but no. Is there any chance you could go keep an eye on my books, though? I’d rather they weren’t put away while I’m in the meeting,” Ruethwyn asked, smiling again at the kitsune. “Thank you for coming to get me.”

      “Of course! I’ll go grab them and sit with the others, actually. Come sit with us afterward? I still think you need to be more sociable. It’s good for you,” Korima said, then darted off before Ruethwyn could reply.

      Ruethwyn shook her head, then knocked on the door. A moment later, Alaran’s voice replied. “Come in.”

      Opening the door, Ruethwyn stepped inside and paused. Closing the door behind her, she spoke calmly. “Captain Whisperblade, I’m afraid you’ve looked better.”

      “I’ll agree with that, though I got off easy compared to you,” Alaran replied, smiling thinly. “Why don’t you take a seat? I doubt this will take long, but I’d rather you were comfortable.”

      Ruethwyn walked over to a chair and took a seat, studying Alaran. The knight had a sealed cut on his forehead and cheek, and he wasn’t wearing armor this time, but loose clothing that exposed bandages on his arms and around his neck. The man looked ever so slightly haggard, but not too bad off as he sat on the other side of the low table between the chairs.

      “From the looks of things, I take it that you made a rescue attempt. I also suspect that it didn’t go as planned,” Ruethwyn said, still debating how to bring up Essryl’s visit.

      “That’d be a good summary of things. It went well, right up until we tried to break into one of the keeps,” Alaran replied, letting out a heavy sigh, his eyes haunted. “I lost everyone else, and your Illisyr threw me over the parapet.”

      “She’s not my Illisyr! I’m not sure she’s even the dragon’s, so much as her own,” Ruethwyn protested, shivering slightly.

      “I can believe that. Still, she came down afterward and confronted me. I wasn’t in good shape, I’m afraid,” Alaran said, pausing for a long moment. His tone was contrite as he continued. “I also feel the need to confess something. When we met before, I was quite skeptical about your claims. The idea of you attempting to fight her after you’d been injured as horribly as you were, and that she chose to help you because of it… I didn’t think that it was likely or possible. After meeting her, though? That pretty much eliminated my doubts. I have to say that she seems a touch obsessed with you, though. I truly don’t envy you, because I suspect she’s going to be keeping an eye on you in the future.”

      “Um, actually…” Ruethwyn hesitated for a moment, then admitted, “Essryl visited a few days ago. She ambushed me in my room, which is part of how I knew that your attempt had failed.”

      “She what?” Alaran exclaimed, sitting upright abruptly. “And no one’s dead? I’d think someone would’ve told me if someone had died!”

      “Fortunately, she warned me that if I called for help or tried to attack her again, she’d kill everyone in her path on the way out. I… believed her,” Ruethwyn said, swallowing and shaking her head. “It was a frightening visit. She didn’t tell me much; she was actually considering killing me, from what she said. She probably would’ve if she thought I’d given up.”

      “Dear gods. I’m sorry to hear that… well, I’m not sorry she left without hurting anyone, but that she could even get into the academy is bad enough as it is. I’m going to have to report to Her Majesty about it, though I imagine we won’t be able to do much.”

      “Um, that does bring up something else. Essryl… when she spoke to me, she said that I’d best find allies outside of Selwyn if I was to have a chance of rescuing the others,” Ruethwyn said, bracing herself as she asked, “Do you know why she said that?”

      “That… well, I shouldn’t be telling anyone about it, but if you already know that much…” Alaran paused, then asked, “Do you promise to keep this to yourself, Ruethwyn?”

      “Of course,” Ruethwyn said, his warning sending a chill down her spine.

      “Good. When Essryl confronted me at the bottom of the ravine, she was quite clear that Resvarygrath would ignore our attempt, but that if we tried again, it would invite retaliation. Full retaliation, as opposed to the minor raids that he considered the previous attacks,” Alaran said heavily, slumping back in his chair. “We’d have modest chances of victory if he did, mind you, at least with the numbers we have, but a full-scale war… I suspect any victory would be pyrrhic in nature, leaving our armies devastated and much of the kingdom in ruins. As much as I know Her Majesty would love to defeat Resvarygrath, I just can’t see her taking such a risk right now, not without an imminent threat.”

      “Oh,” Ruethwyn replied, her voice soft as she looked down, some of her hopes dying. She’d hoped that Essryl had been bluffing, but what Alaran said made sense.

      “I’m sorry, Ruethwyn. I wish I’d been able to rescue Anara and the others for you, but as it stands… I can’t do anything right now,” Alaran said, reaching into a pouch and pulling out the ring of hair that Ruethwyn had given him. He gently set it on the table as he added, “As such, I have to give this back to you.”

      Staring at the golden strands of hair, Ruethwyn tried to keep her hopes alive, swallowing before reaching out to take the ring. Turning it over in her fingers, it took Ruethwyn a few moments to speak, her voice husky as she fought back tears. “May I ask… do you know who might be willing to face him? I can’t give up, not now.”

      “I don’t know. His domain abuts against the northern steppes, but there’s nothing truly of note there. The only countries bordering the Golden Dominion are the Kingdom of Ovara and us, then there’re the Frostglades and the Thorned Wood. I suppose that the Illisyr might be willing to challenge him, but with Essryl serving him… I doubt it,” Alaran admitted, sighing heavily. “I wish I could help. Hells, if you come up with some way you think it can be managed, I will help, come the gates of the hells themselves! But for now, I just don’t know. I need to heal and see what I can do to salvage what we can.”

      “I see. Thank you for being honest with me, Captain Whisperblade,” Ruethwyn said, toying with the ring for only a few more moments before slipping it into her belt pouch. “And… thank you for trying. I’m sorry about all the others who went with you.”

      “They knew the risks, and I’m sorrier than I can say that I didn’t succeed. Good luck to you, Ruethwyn,” the knight replied, then smiled as he said, “Also, in the future? Call me Alaran. I think you’ve earned that much.”

      “As you say,” Ruethwyn conceded, bowing her head and stepping out.

      Ruethwyn wasn’t in the mood to go back to studying, but Korima was waiting for her, and anything would be better than stewing over a problem she couldn’t solve. So Ruethwyn started back down the hall toward the library.

      Halfway there, she paused, just outside the doors of the temple. Blinking, Ruethwyn’s eyes narrowed as she murmured. “Wait… the Frostglades? What about Valisair?”

      After a moment, she continued onward, now thoughtful. Ruethwyn didn’t know much about the fair folk, just the bits she’d heard in passing from Sinera. She’d have to do some research, but it was a possibility, which was more than she’d had a moment before.
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      Despite the unusual events of her first few weeks in the academy, Ruethwyn slowly found herself settling in and relaxing slightly. The classes with Master Mara rarely had any information which was new to her, but at times, going over the basics was useful. Ruethwyn generally spent much of the classes working on diagrams for enchanted items, which she could use more easily than spells.

      Aside from a single time when an inopportune gust of wind from her blind side had knocked her into the bushes, Ruethwyn had adapted to her injuries relatively well. Ruethwyn suspected the particular incident had been Madeline, but it had taken her so long to extract herself from the bush that she couldn’t be certain. If she managed to find a way to heal her arm, Ruethwyn was never going to take having two hands for granted again.

      That didn’t mean her days were completely uneventful, though. Little by little, she’d found herself drawn into an odd sort of social circle composed of Korima, Sella, and Tadrick. Mostly, she’d been dragged into it by Korima, honestly, and a few others occasionally associated with them.

      Madeline and Yalline avoided their group, Ruethwyn noticed gratefully, preferring to associate with Barthel, Dana, and Delvin. The odd one out in their class was Lissa, who only seemed to retreat deeper into her shell when Korima tried to do the same thing she had with Ruethwyn. It was understandable to Ruethwyn, especially when Korima got odd thoughts in her head and wouldn’t let go.

      “You want to get new clothing? Why?” Ruethwyn asked, glancing down at Korima’s blouse and trousers before continuing. “Your clothes look perfectly fine to me; I don’t see why you’d need new ones.”

      “No, no, I don’t want clothing for me. I want to get new clothes for you and Sella,” the kitsune corrected quickly, her eyes shining brightly. “Aside from Lissa, you two have the least impressive clothing in the class, and it’d be good for you!”

      “Why does that matter?” Ruethwyn asked, sitting back in her chair as she set down her mug of water. She didn’t understand why Korima wanted to get her clothing, after all. “I like my clothing, and almost nothing will make me look good.”

      Sella looked down at her own robes, then at Tadrick as she asked plaintively, “Are my robes really that bad? I brought my best clothing when I came here.”

      As Korima opened her mouth, Tadrick spoke, looking a little uncomfortable. “Um, well, they are a little plain for the academy. I suppose since a lot of the students are nobles, it can be a bit different, though… they often expect people to dress up.”

      “It isn’t just that. The academy has a reputation for raising amazing magi! If we’re going to be going to school here, shouldn’t we look the part?” Korima added gamely, but something about the look in her eyes made Ruethwyn suspicious, and the flicking of her ears didn’t help the kitsune’s case.

      “What’s the real reason, Korima? It isn’t just that you want to have an excuse to go shopping, is it?” Ruethwyn asked calmly, smiling slightly as she added, “Besides, the last thing I need is to go to a tailor or dressmaker. It simply isn’t necessary, unless I need something like a court gown, and you’d need to drag me into something like that.”

      “I… I don’t have any special reason,” Korima said defensively, but her tone drew the attention of the other two, as well as their suspicion.

      “Come on, tell us,” Tadrick said, playing with his spoon, then taking another sip of the broth from his stew.

      “F-fine! Umm, you know that a lot of kitsune are performers, right? Since a lot of us are illusionists and shapechangers,” Korima asked, shifting in place.

      “Of course. They never came up to Waterstone, but I heard about them before, especially the one traveling troupe, the Starlight Troupe,” Sella said, smiling more widely as she admitted, “I’ve wanted to see them perform before, but they only go to major cities.”

      Ruethwyn nodded in agreement, then blinked as Korima cleared her throat, looking to the side before admitting, “Actually, my father and mother are members of the Starlight Troupe. They’re coming to Tyrness for a few performances next month, and I… I just want to make a good impression. Mother was a little dubious about sending me here, so…”

      “Ah, that explains it,” Ruethwyn said, nodding in understanding even as grief welled up inside. The memory of finding her own mother and father… Ruethwyn blinked back tears as she murmured, “I can entirely understand, even if my parents were excited for my enrollment.”

      “Yeah… my father was, too. He hopes that I’ll be able to graduate and get a good position with the kingdom,” Sella said, hesitating before looking at Tadrick. “What about your parents?”

      “Mother only cares about court functions and finds my disinterest in them appalling. I think she was relieved to have me go away. Father thinks that my decision was a good one, as I likely won’t inherit anything, so building a career as a mage-knight will give me a secure future,” Tadrick replied easily, smiling. “Navaan thinks I’m a bit insane, but I’m happy with things. He can have the earldom; I don’t want it.”

      “Um, that still doesn’t answer if you’ll go shopping with me,” Korima said, her eyes glittering with determination. “Please? I want to impress Mother, if possible. I can even get you into one of the performances, according to my letter from her.”

      “I don’t know… I don’t have that much money, and tailoring is expensive,” Sella said, obviously hesitating, and Ruethwyn paused, debating internally for a moment.

      “Honestly, if it’d get us into a performance for free, I could cover that for you, Sella,” Tadrick offered, shrugging as he added, “I don’t know how your finances are, Rue, but⁠—”

      “Thank you, Tadrick, but that’s unnecessary,” Ruethwyn interrupted smoothly, taking a deep breath before she continued, bracing herself. “I’m at least modestly wealthy, actually. I was unaware of it until I reached the academy, but my Master… she’d made me her legal heir when she enrolled me here, and she left me quite a bit. Beyond that, I don’t need a tailor or dressmaker since I learned to make clothing from my father.”

      “You did? Isn’t that going to be, umm…” Sella paused, then looked at Tadrick to speak. “Thank you, Tadrick. I appreciate the offer. I might take you up on it, but I’m not sure yet. I… Rue, I just have to ask. Won’t you find it hard to make clothing? You only have one… one hand.”

      “A fact I’m quite aware of, thank you,” Ruethwyn replied tartly, the comment irritating her, especially after they’d discussed their families. “As it so happens, that doesn’t matter in this case. My father was a minor mage himself, and his sphere was so narrow that I don’t believe it’s officially taught anywhere. He used the sphere of cloth and had reached the third circle via his own efforts. I practiced it to the second circle, which is more than enough to make clothing.”

      “There’s a sphere of cloth?” Korima asked incredulously. “I’ve never heard of that!”

      “I’m sorry, Rue, I didn’t think…” Sella flushed deep red, turning partially away as she spoke. “I just… I apologize. As for the sphere, it does make sense. My teacher taught me that almost anything can be a sphere of magic, and that the narrower it is, the easier it is to understand and advance. It’s why ice magi are more common than water magi, or lightning rather than weather. I haven’t heard of that one before, but I’m not surprised a cloth sphere could exist.”

      “I have my doubts as to how far anyone could develop it, I’ll admit, but I have enough of a grasp for simple clothing. It helps me keep my clothing in good repair as well,” Ruethwyn said, relaxing softly and ignoring the snort of derision from Madeline’s table nearby.

      “That would be useful,” Korima said, flushing as she added, “Especially growing up. I was… rambunctious.”

      “I’d believe that. You’re incredibly active as it is,” Tadrick interjected dryly, smirking.

      “Hey! I’m not that bad!” Korima protested, then her ears drooped slightly as she asked, “Am I? Sella?”

      “You can be… a little overboard, Korima, but you tend to be quite sincere,” Sella replied carefully. “Still, I have to ask… Rue, is there any way I could convince you to help me with clothing? I hate to take too much of your time, but I could probably afford decent fabric off my allowance.”

      “Maybe. We’ll have to see if I’m still able to use the spells properly, as my vision…” Ruethwyn paused, then looked at the others and asked, “Do you know how hard it is to judge distance with one eye? I’d no idea, but sometimes I think things are closer or farther away, and just… miss. I hope it doesn’t affect tailoring, but I can’t be certain.”

      “Ugh, that’s horrible,” Korima said, scowling, then paused and asked, “Is that why you move so carefully all the time?”

      “Pretty much. It’s not much fun to bounce off a wall because you thought the stairs were closer than they are and explaining to the healer why you fell down the stairs is just embarrassing,” Ruethwyn admitted. “I prefer not to have that happen.”

      Madeline began laughing, and Tadrick spoke up, his voice a bit louder as he said, “Anyway, how about we go shopping in the morning, since we’ve got a free day? I know a couple of stores in town that carry cloth and the like.”

      “Sure,” Sella said, sounding a bit uncertain as she glanced at Korima and Ruethwyn.

      “Of course!” Korima said, her voice growing more excited. “It’ll be amazing!”

      Ruethwyn nodded after a moment, her voice soft as she agreed. “Why not? I suppose something a little better wouldn’t be out of line.”

      “Great, it’s a plan,” Tadrick said, smiling broadly.

      Ruethwyn nodded and looked at her food, debating how to go about spreading the soft cheese on the bread. Soft was a relative term, unfortunately, which meant that getting it properly spread wasn’t going to happen. She also wasn’t going to ask for help, so instead, she just picked up the slice of cheese to nibble on. Alternating between the cheese and bread wouldn’t be quite the same, but it would have to do.
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      “Welcome, Master Daskar! It’s a pleasure to see you today,” the shop owner said, smiling broadly as he gave a half-bow to Tadrick, then straightened and glanced over the others, his eyes hesitating on Ruethwyn before he continued. “You have unusual company today, it seems. I’m used to you being brought by your mother.”

      “Fortunately for me, I’ve been freed of my mother’s yoke now that I’m attending the academy,” Tadrick replied, smiling broadly as he gestured at Korima, Ruethwyn, and Sella. “These are some of my classmates at Tyrness Academy, Master Vorin.”

      “I see. Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you young ladies,” Master Vorin said, nodding to them as he smiled broadly. “I am Vorin the Quick, proprietor of Threads for Thrones. What can I do for all of you?”

      Vorin was a tall man, Ruethwyn thought, the elven man standing nearly half a foot over six feet, but despite that, his clothing was immaculately tailored, as he wore an expensive deep scarlet coat over a fine silk shirt and matching scarlet trousers. His brown hair was slicked back, and the man wore white gloves that had an odd shimmer to them, which Ruethwyn suspected meant they’d been imbued with magic.

      The shop was also not what Ruethwyn had been expecting when Tadrick had said that he was taking them to a store that sold cloth. She’d been expecting something like one of the general stores she’d seen in the capital, with wares on the shelves. Instead, he’d brought them to a fine wooden building that practically gleamed a honey-gold in the morning sun, with perfectly clear glass windows and a sitting room. Ruethwyn couldn’t help letting out a soft sigh internally at him. Nobles could be so… strange, at times.

      “I’m just for company!” Korima said brightly, then patted Sella on the shoulder, continuing. “Sella and Ruethwyn are here for cloth, though.”

      “Is that so? Not tailoring, then?” Vorin asked, looking slightly taken aback. Sella looked slightly flustered, so Ruethwyn decided to step in.

      “My apologies, Master Vorin, but I believe that Tadrick may have made a mistake,” Ruethwyn said, taking a step forward. “It’s obvious that your establishment is intended to provide the best garments to nobility, not to function as a mere supplier. I had intended to make my own clothing, and possibly do so for Sella, as I learned enough magic to do so from my father.”

      “I see; that does explain why you’re here,” Vorin said, his expression clearing slightly as he gave Tadrick a sidelong look, and the young man flushed.

      “I… but…” Tadrick hesitated, then asked, “Don’t you have a large variety of fabric, though? I’ve seen you show it to my mother enough times! I just thought you’d be the right person to approach about getting fabric.”

      “Maybe we should’ve talked to Delvin about this…” Sella murmured quietly, and Ruethwyn couldn’t help but agree with her. Fortunately, Vorin spoke first.

      “The cloth I have is for use with my patrons, Master Daskar. However, you are here, and it would be impolite of me to simply send you on your way without a word. May I ask what you’re looking for, and perhaps I can point you in the right direction?” Vorin asked, glancing at Sella and Ruethwyn.

      “I honestly don’t know. I was planning to just browse…” Sella admitted softly.

      “I was looking for three types of cloth for different projects. Fine-weave wool from Dukarth sheep, particularly if they have a fire aspect, imported silk from Kalpher, and any form of mana-infused cloth,” Ruethwyn said directly, not batting an eye at the surprise that flickered across the man’s face. “I prefer shades of blue, but other colors are acceptable as well.”

      “I see; you do have good standards. I don’t suppose I’d happen to know who your father is, Ms. Ruethwyn?” Vorin asked, looking unruffled once again. The question made Ruethwyn wince, but she steadied herself quickly.

      “Was, I’m afraid. My father was Beran Sylaris. He was in Mellesyn,” Ruethwyn replied softly.

      “Oh! My deepest apologies, young lady, I didn’t know. You have my condolences,” Vorin said, honest shock appearing on his face as he gave another half-bow. “As to your father, I had heard of him. He made a particularly fine linen that I encountered a few times. Alas, I’m afraid he didn’t do much trade outside your unfortunate village. I’m sorry to hear about his passing.”

      “Thank you, Master Vorin. Knowing that he’s remembered favorably is appreciated,” Ruethwyn said, blinking back tears again.

      “He is, at that. As to your requests, I’d recommend going down to Calla’s Imports,” Vorin suggested. “She’s down on Tulip Street, and she carries a good variety of cloth from other nations. It sounds like she would carry what you’d prefer.”

      “Many thanks, Master Vorin. I do apologize for my mistake,” Tadrick said quickly, giving a bow.

      Ruethwyn gave a clumsy half-curtsy while the other two women gave better ones, and Vorin smiled, shaking his head as he said, “Not at all. It was quite interesting. But come see me when you next have need of my skills, hmm?”

      “I’ll do that,” Tadrick said, and quickly opened the doors for Ruethwyn and the others to leave.

      Only moments after they’d left, Sella spoke up incredulously. “Really, Tadrick? I think that has to be one of the best tailors in the city, if his clothing was anything to go by!”

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t realize that much, I just… look, I went there with my mother to get clothing for Court, and it was the only place she really considered while here in the capital,” Tadrick explained quickly, looking sheepish. “I had no idea that asking them for cloth wasn’t a good idea.”

      “It’s more than just that,” Ruethwyn said softly, glancing at Tadrick and shaking her head. “If we’d been nobles, I suspect he would’ve done so without a second thought… then charged us four to five times what he paid for the fabric and other supplies.”

      “What?” Korima exclaimed, her eyes going wide. “I mean, I’ve heard from my mother about some towns overcharging visitors, but that’s… that’s a big increase!”

      “My father often made linen, as you heard. He bought the materials from foresters and farmers, and I once heard him say it cost him up to a hundred and sixty silver to make a twenty-yard bolt, and he sold it for about twice that. Yet here in the capital, do you have any idea what I’ve seen linen of similar quality sell for?” Ruethwyn asked, glancing at the others, then turning her head to scan the path. Others were out today as well, dozens of elves and the occasional human or half-elf going along the wide roads that crossed the city.

      “I’ve no idea,” Sella said, frowning. “That sounds about right, though… a bit low, actually. My mother bought it for about twenty silver a yard, if I remember right.”

      “I saw one bolt as low as forty silver a yard. Most were fifty or more,” Ruethwyn said, shaking her head. “I find it… shocking, how expensive things are here.”

      “That’s insane! I mean… I have some allowance, but even without tailoring you could be looking at several gold for a dress!” Sella exclaimed, her eyes widening. “I just…”

      “That does seem like a lot,” Korima said, her voice hesitant as she frowned. “Though, umm… I really don’t know.”

      “What? Why wouldn’t you know?” Tadrick asked, looking disconcerted. “I mean, I didn’t realize the prices were that much higher here, but I’d think you’d know how much was normal for you.”

      “I’m from the Lightweaver tribe. Money is for use with outsiders,” Korima explained, shrugging. “Inside the tribe… if you need something, you go to the person who makes it. If they’re not sure you need it, they ask the Headman or Headwoman, and they decided based on why you need it. That’s it. I was given money when I came here, but I didn’t know how much it was worth.”

      “I guess that makes sense. I’ve heard of some places that did that, but I didn’t realize there were any inside the kingdom,” Ruethwyn said, then paused and asked, “Your tribe does live in the kingdom, doesn’t it? I’m sorry, I can’t quite remember if it does or not.”

      “Yes, down south a way, and—hey, watch your step!” Korima exclaimed, then quickly reached out just as Ruethwyn’s foot hit something on her blind side. If it hadn’t been for Korima’s quick reactions, Ruethwyn would’ve fallen.

      “Ack!” Ruethwyn said, pulling back from Korima as heat rose in her cheeks. Once steady, she glanced back and saw that she’d hit a rock on the path, one which would’ve been obvious if she hadn’t been distracted and had been scanning her path properly. Her toe was throbbing slightly, but she doubted it was anything too bad. A couple of other people had glanced over at her, but Ruethwyn focused on Korima and the other two as she apologized. “Sorry about that; I wasn’t watching where I was going. Thank you for catching me.”

      “Not at all. You should be more careful,” Korima replied, then frowned. “The question is, where’s Tulip Street?”

      “Right over there,” Sella said, nodding in the direction of a street not far ahead of them. “See?”

      “Oh, you’re right. That was silly of me,” Korima said, looking a bit chagrined.

      “Hey, it happens. So does tripping, Rue… I’ve certainly done it when I’ve been distracted before,” Tadrick said, grinning at her. “Come on, let’s go. I’ll treat everyone to lunch afterward, considering my mistake.”

      “That’d be nice. Thanks, Tadrick,” Sella replied, smiling at him.

      They continued down the street until they saw a building with a sign out front that named it Calla’s Imports. The building was simply built but looked sturdy to Ruethwyn’s eye, and the fired tile roof was a nice touch. The structure was fairly large, and likely doubled as a warehouse, she assumed. It’d make sense if the owner was involved in importing goods.

      Approaching the front door, Tadrick opened it, which rang a bell as they entered the dimly lit room, and Ruethwyn looked around and relaxed. The room was far more what she’d been expecting at the other store, even if it wasn’t as spotless.

      The crowded room was lined with shelves that contained backpacks, crystals, cloth, jars of reagents, and more. Ruethwyn saw a few unusual blades that she’d seen pictures of in books from Kalpher and down across the Sea of Mists, and other items she wasn’t even certain what they might be. It was intriguing, and quite heartening, after the disappointment of their visit to Threads for Thrones.

      “Hello, welcome to Calla’s Imports! I’m Calla Wainwright; what may I do for you?” a woman asked brightly, and Ruethwyn looked at the speaker in surprise.

      Calla was shorter than average, standing only about five feet tall, which was a marked contrast to how tall Vorin had been. She was a blonde, blue-eyed half-elf, and obviously enjoyed her food, as she was plumper than most people Ruethwyn had known. Still, the woman was attractive enough, and she had a bright smile on her freckled face. Even better, she didn’t seem to even blink at Ruethwyn’s injuries.

      “Hello, ma’am, we were sent your way by Master Vorin of Threads for Thrones. He said that you’d likely have some fabrics that we could look over,” Tadrick said politely.

      “Ah, of course! I have a small selection out on the floor, coming from as far as Kalpher or the jungles of Algaria, and more valuable ones in the back,” Calla said, smiling broadly as she stepped out from behind the counter and briskly headed over to the section of shelves with the bolts of fabric Ruethwyn had seen before. “Are there particular amounts you’re looking for, or anything else you can tell me?”

      “Sella, what color would you prefer?” Ruethwyn asked, tilting her head curiously as she added, “I’m assuming a relatively simple style of dress, but even so, I’d expect you’d want about ten yards on the whole.”

      “Um, I’ve been told that I look good in red, but that’s fairly expensive…” Sella said, obviously hesitating.

      “I have a slightly deeper red cotton that I’ve brought in recently, and the price isn’t too bad,” Calla offered quickly.

      “It’s worth taking a look at. As for myself, Dukarth wool, finely woven and fire aspected preferred, Kalpheran silk, and any type of mana-infused cloth,” Ruethwyn said calmly. “I’d prefer blues, but other shades I’ll consider. I’d also like to see any brighter orange or red silk if you have it.”

      “You certainly know what you want, and I think I can satisfy those requests. One moment and I’ll bring them out,” Calla said, her eyebrows having risen for a moment, then vanished into the back.

      “Isn’t that going to be expensive, Rue?” Sella asked, looking worried. “From what you said before…”

      “I’m anticipating that if I get everything I have in mind, it’s going to run over twenty gold, if not even more than that,” Ruethwyn admitted, the thought making her cringe internally. That much money was more than her father and mother had kept on hand for emergencies. “I have the funds for it, though, and I’d prefer some warmer robes before the winter hits. I find I’m more sensitive to temperature now.”

      “Well, it’s best to have it before you need it, I guess,” Tadrick said, considering before adding, “Besides, Sella, if you want some help with the fabric, just ask. Remember, I was willing to help with tailoring. That would’ve cost more than what Rue’s talking about.”

      “I… we’ll see,” Sella said, swallowing hard. Ruethwyn couldn’t blame her. If she hadn’t been dealing with her finances and tuition to the academy for the last few months, Ruethwyn probably would have been reacting about the same. The capital’s prices were ridiculous.

      “Alright, a bit of an armful here, so I brought out the reds first,” Calla said, stepping out of the back with five bolts of fabric, and Ruethwyn’s annoyance vanished as she saw the fabric, and couldn’t help but inhale in admiration.

      The cotton bolt was a deeper, berry red, while the other four were all silks. Only one was orange, but it was bright, almost like the setting sun lighting the clouds. The other three ranged from ruby to cherry red. Ruethwyn felt a pang of guilt as she realized how much her father would have loved to use these in an outfit, as he’d only once had silk that she could remember, to make a scarf for Anara’s mother. It only increased her determination to make use of the fabric as she realized that, and she glanced over the cloth, then at Korima and Sella.

      “It’s gorgeous…” Sella breathed, and Korima’s ears had obviously perked up as well.

      “I’m glad you like it. One moment and I’ll get the others,” Calla said, smiling broadly as she headed into the back again.

      Studying the colors, Ruethwyn glanced at Korima and Sella, considering how they’d look in them, but didn’t say anything as Sella reluctantly turned from the silks to the cotton. A few moments later, Calla returned with another three bolts, and Ruethwyn’s gaze grew more intense as she saw the glittering ice-blue of the top bolt, verging on purple. The glitter wasn’t figurative, either, it was glowing with faint magic, and as the light changed, it seemed to shift to a deeper blue, then to a deeper purple as the light struck it at different angles. After a moment, Ruethwyn tore her gaze away to look at the other two bolts Calla had brought. One was a deeper blue silk, while the other was wool, midway between the two and of a finer weave than she’d seen before.

      “I don’t have a large selection of what you’ve asked for, but I believe this would fit the bill. This on the top is water-aspected… well, let’s call it silk. It’s woven from strands of water lilies that grow in a water node,” Calla explained, tapping the top bolt gently. “It’s soft and smooth to the touch, as you can see, and far tougher than its appearance may suggest.”

      “Of course. It would have to be,” Ruethwyn murmured, then smiled and said, “I’d like ten yards each of all the blue fabric, and another ten of the ruby and cherry silk.”

      Sella gasped at Ruethwyn’s words, and Calla grinned. “I see you’re happy with my selection. Now then, considering the prices of them…”

      Ruethwyn quickly settled down to haggle, even though she knew she’d likely be outmatched. It was going to be more expensive than she’d anticipated, but probably worth it.
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      “Settle down, all of you!” Master Mara said, clapping his hands firmly. As the teacher flicked his fingers, the door closed behind him, cutting off the hubbub outside the classroom.

      Ruethwyn had been startled when she’d come into the main building, as more students than she’d ever seen in a single place had been crowding the halls of the academy, talking excitedly among themselves. From the bits of conversation she’d picked up in passing, it seemed that news of the Starlight Troupe coming to town had managed to spread in the past few days, and even most of the more skilled students were excited to attend the performance if they could.

      “I know that you’re likely all excited by the news around town, but I wouldn’t get your hopes up. Tickets to the Starlight Troupe’s performances are always in demand, so even if they are going to be in the city for two weeks, I imagine that your chances of seeing them are poor.” Master Mara spoke briskly, smiling wryly as he added, “I’m speaking from experience here, I should add. I’ve been trying to get into a show of theirs for each of their visits over the last decade, and still haven’t managed it.”

      “Really? I thought it would be easier to get into, with your status!” Delvin exclaimed, the young man sounding startled.

      “I’m afraid that the headmaster gets first choice on purchasing a pair of tickets, and unfortunately for all the staff, his wife is an enormous admirer of the troupe, so the rest of us have to buy tickets like everyone else,” Master Mara explained with a helpless shrug, pacing over to his desk. “I believe the royal household is given a number of tickets that they distribute among the nobility as well, as do the churches of Nature’s Court, but aside from those, the tickets are entirely sold by the theater. Maybe I’ll manage to get one this year.”

      Ruethwyn glanced at Korima speculatively, and from the way the kitsune’s ears were up, she suspected that Korima found the information surprising. It was more surprising that the kitsune hadn’t said anything yet, but it made Korima’s offer to Ruethwyn and the others even more generous than Ruethwyn had thought it was.

      “If my house is offered tickets, I could see about getting you one if you’d like, Master Mara,” Madeline spoke up, her voice sweet and calm, as she usually was with nearly everyone else, Ruethwyn found.

      “Thank you for the offer, but no. I can’t take gifts from students,” Master Mara said, sighing as he pulled out a book. “In any case, that’s enough of a digression for now. We have magic to learn about. Lissa! What have you learned over the last three lessons?”

      “Me? Oh, well…” Lissa started slightly, the mousy woman almost shrinking back for a moment, then seeming to steady herself. Ruethwyn turned a little in her seat to see the other woman as she sat up, her voice soft as she brushed back her hair. “You made certain that all of us had basic mastery of a major sphere of at least second circle other than energy, then we began learning the basics of summoning.”

      “That’s correct. I’m glad you were paying attention, Lissa.” Master Mara sounded approving as he nodded, glancing around the room again as he continued. “Madeline, what relation do major spheres and summoning have in common?”

      “That… I…” Madeline frowned slightly, then shook her head. “I’m not sure what you mean, Master Mara.”

      “Very well. Yalline, can you answer the question?” the teacher asked, turning to Madeline’s quiet maid. Ruethwyn suppressed a sigh, as she thought she knew what Master Mara was getting at.

      “I’m not entirely certain, but I think you’re indicating that all the major spheres, aside from energy, allow you to summon elementals?” Yalline said hesitantly, and Ruethwyn caught a hint of Madeline glaring at her maid as she continued. “I’m not sure about necromancy, but all of the others…”

      “That’s correct, Yalline! While some minor spheres have elementals that you can summon, not all do. An excellent example of this are the artificing and poison spheres, but there are many others as well,” Master Mara said, smiling broadly. “Summoning is a difficult art, and is aided by having an understanding of the sphere associated with their element. A few people can learn to use summoning on its own, but they’re rare, and even rarer are those who have soul-bound elementals that grow with their own power. Still, even those of you who don’t have those advantages should learn how to summon elementals. That’s why I intend to teach all of you to summon minor ones.”

      “Ah, Master Mara?” Tadrick raised his hand, frowning. At the teacher’s nod, he asked, “You say that all the major spheres have the ability to summon elementals, but there are two I don’t understand. The spheres of nature and necromancy… they don’t seem to fit that, at least not to me. Can you explain further on what type of elementals they can call forth?”

      “Certainly. You have a talent for nature, so I can understand why you may wonder,” Master Mara replied in approval, nodding happily. “Nature gives rise to many beings, so it’s no wonder that the majority of elementals wouldn’t be seen as such by the mundane folk through the kingdom. Most nature elementals are merely plants and animals that dwell on other planes of existence, often with strange and unusual appearances. More rarely, fey can be summoned, from dryads to nymphs, satyrs, or rarely, the wild fey. However, fey are… capricious, and I cannot recommend summoning them lightly. I believe I told you this before, actually.”

      “Ah, that makes more sense. I never thought animals would be considered elementals…” Tadrick mused, flushing as he added, “Also, if you told me, I’m afraid I forgot. My apologies, Master Mara.”

      “Just try not to forget again, please. It was when Ruethwyn demonstrated atavism for the class. In all honesty, the term ‘elemental’ is terribly imprecise. It simply refers to a creature that isn’t from our world, and one which is subject to banishment,” Master Mara explained, a finger tapping his thigh as he contemplated. “In fact, to go off on a tangent… it’s an interesting aspect of magic that, if we go to another plane of existence, it’s actually us that are elementals, by our own definition. For whatever reason, elves, kitsune, and other creatures from our world can’t be summoned, but we can be banished from those realms and sent home via magic. No one knows why we’re effectively immune to summoning, save in rare special cases, but we are.”

      “Um, what about necromancy, then? You seem to be avoiding the subject, Master Mara, so I’ll drop it if you don’t want to answer, but I’m curious,” Sella asked, frowning.

      “I was trying to decide what to say about it. While necromancy isn’t innately evil, the easiest uses for it will quickly lead those who attempt to learn it down a very, very dark path,” Master Mara said, his smile fading quickly as he looked over the classroom solemnly. “While necromancy is taught to a small subset of students, the teachers carefully vet their numbers and don’t allow anyone who wishes to learn it to do so. It simply is too dangerous to do otherwise. Necromancy can raise undead by animating corpses with summoned fragments of ill will and dark feelings cast off by beings who have died. Worse, these fragments can’t be banished like normal summons can be. Still darker magic allows them to remove a portion of the soul of one who recently died and corrupt the portion to use as the animus for a corpse, turning them into a far deadlier creature that has much of the skills and memories of the dead, while also tormenting the soul of the departed. I won’t claim such is easy, but it’s far easier than it should be.”

      “Gods above!” Sella gasped, her hands going over her mouth.

      “While what I said was true, I also don’t want that to be your only association with necromancy. It can be a useful tool, and there are a number of white necromancers who I’ve known over the years,” the teacher continued quickly, looking over his sober audience. “Necromancy is a broader sphere than even life, though many ignore the aspect that it’s the manipulation of death and life energies. A necromancer with the proper spells can use their own life energy or that of another to heal, and with sufficient mastery, they can even restore the dead to life more easily than a life mage can. They can summon the spirits of the recently dead to question them, help put the restless dead to sleep, and control undead to keep them from killing those in the area. Necromancy is dangerous, yes, for the users can reap the souls of others if they misuse it… but so is a fireball if one were to just throw it into a tavern or classroom.”

      Ruethwyn flinched at the suggestion, shivering slightly. Sella glanced over and asked softly, “Did you know that, Rue?”

      “Some of it. My teacher explained a bit about necromancy, and why she didn’t want to teach me any of it, but that’s all,” Ruethwyn murmured in return.

      “What type of elementals do you intend for us to summon, Master Mara?” Korima finally interjected, the woman sounding only a little subdued by comparison, though her enthusiasm seemed a little forced. “I know I have a talent in earth, but that’s not what I want to focus on.”

      “I know you don’t want to, Korima, but it’s for the best if you play to your strengths, as it will help when you gain enough mastery of other spheres to summon in them,” Master Mara explained gently. “As for elementals, I intend for all of you to start with relatively weak ones that would only require first circle to call forth. All but Ruethwyn, that is.”

      Ruethwyn blinked in surprise, looking at the teacher quickly as she spoke. “Not me, Master Mara? What will I be doing, then?”

      “I’ve studied the transcripts which your teacher sent here for your training, and with the headmaster’s agreement, I’ve decided to make your task more difficult. We wish for you to summon an elemental requiring at least third circle mastery, and if necessary, will provide a focus to assist with the task. Should you prove up to the test, you’ll assist me in teaching the others to summon elementals,” Master Mara said, his eyes glittering as he watched her.

      “That…” Ruethwyn hesitated, trying to decide what the teacher was thinking. Many of the other students were also looking at her, and after a moment, she sighed and asked, “May I ask how soon this would need to occur? I’ve ordered a focus for summoning an elemental I’d like to contract, but I don’t expect it to arrive for at least a week. The elemental would meet your requirements.”

      Master Mara’s eyebrows rose at her question, and he considered for a moment before speaking. “A week, hmm? Well, that should suffice. Teaching everyone how to draw the summoning circles correctly should likely take the remainder of this week. That being the case, let’s get started on the summoning circles, shall we?”

      Ruethwyn let out a slight breath of relief as the teacher turned away from her, happy that he wasn’t going to keep pressing. Still, she did have to wonder what he had in mind.

      As she thought, Master Mara began drawing a summoning circle on the board in front of the class, explaining what he was doing as he did so.
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        * * *

      

      Opening the door, Ruethwyn stepped into Master Mara’s office and paused, turning her head to scan the right side of the office first, partially to keep from being surprised if there was someone other than the teacher in the room. The handful of times that she hadn’t known someone was in the room had resulted in an unpleasant shock.

      The office was well-appointed with tapestries on the walls, and a trio of bookcases held a variety of tomes, along with a crystal orb, what looked like a handful of silver dragon scales the size of Ruethwyn’s thumb, and a worn iron dagger. There was a set of merchant’s scales on the oak desk, the simple brass seeming slightly unusual to Ruethwyn’s gaze, along with an inkwell, ink pen, and a silver letter opener. She’d expected the room to be ornate, but it wasn’t so ornate as to make her uncomfortable. Master Mara made up for that as he looked up from his chair and smiled, speaking. “Ah, Ruethwyn. Good, you came.”

      “Of course, Master Mara. May I ask why you wished to see me?” Ruethwyn asked, turning to more easily close the door before turning back to the teacher. In the moment that he was in her blind spot, she heard his chair push back, and when she saw him again, the teacher was standing.

      “Yes, of course. I must admit that when I first heard you were to be placed in my class, I wasn’t terribly pleased,” the teacher said bluntly, examining Ruethwyn carefully. “Those who attend Tyrness Academy are generally considered to be the most exceptional students of the kingdom, and your disadvantages are obvious. My opinion has changed somewhat, but I can’t say that I approve of your admission even now.”

      “I can understand that, Master Mara. I may not agree with it, but I can understand it,” Ruethwyn replied, looking him in the eye as she felt her determination harden. “I also have no intention of just hiding from the world after what has happened to me. Sinera trusted me with her magic, and I will not let my injuries stop me from making her proud.”

      Master Mara smiled thinly and nodded, somewhat to her surprise, his voice gruff. “That attitude is part of what has made me more… accepting of your presence. I’m still not happy that you’re in the class, mind you, but I’m not going to let you just coast through things. The headmaster was a bit hesitant, but if I’m going to have someone in the class who was supposed to be starting their trials of mastery this year, I’m going to put you to work. This is in addition to the assignments, but you find those easy enough, I’m certain.”

      “I hardly find them easy. Magic isn’t as easy as it once was for me,” Ruethwyn replied, shaking her head. “Now, understanding the magic is easy enough, that much I’ll readily admit. It’s the doing that’s more difficult. More work doesn’t sound pleasant, either, as it’ll cut into my time for learning artificing.”

      “Too bad,” the teacher said bluntly, grinning. “You’re a student, and you were sponsored, so you aren’t even being charged full tuition. Besides, what else are you going to do?”

      Ruethwyn bit back the impulse to reply with a sarcastic response, even if it was honest. It wasn’t as though any of the teachers would agree with her if they knew that she was trying to come up with items that could help her rescue Anara and the others. Instead, she replied calmly. “Is that everything for now, Master Mara?”

      “Yes, you may go,” Master Mara replied, looking thoughtful again as Ruethwyn turned to leave.
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