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      This is a list of characters from The Avatar’s Flames and Queen of Ice. While not a complete list, this is most of the major characters.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Imris – Demigoddess of ice, Imris is the hidden patron of the fair folk of Valisair and a subordinate of Nature’s Court, the primal deities of nature.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      Ruethwyn Sylaris – Daughter of two common magi, Ruethwyn became Sinera’s student early on in her life. She lost an arm and eye to Resvarygrath’s fire during his attack on Mellesyn and hopes to rescue Anara and the others who were kidnapped.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

      The remainder of Ruethwyn’s school year passed peacefully until she attended the final tests. The trials were located within a pocket dimension and tested the student’s skill and ingenuity, and Ruethwyn proceeded easily until she encountered a modification by Essryl and was forced to confront a lesser version of Resvarygrath. Ruethwyn overcame her fears and defeated the shade through a clever use of her magic and terrain and was rewarded by Essryl with the return of her missing eye.

      Essryl returned to Resvarygrath’s palace and learned that Lissa successfully summoned Hekara, and that the demoness was going to help him in exchange for aiding her in revenge against Ruethwyn. After learning that Ruethwyn was heading for the Frostglades, Hekara decided to wait, but informed the cult of Larimos in the hopes she could be assassinated. Essryl continued to train Anara while keeping an eye on Ruethwyn.

      Ruethwyn was injured by an assassin on the road, but with Korima, Sella, and Tadrick at her side, they managed to defeat the assassin when she mutated into a horrific monster in their second encounter. After reaching Sella’s hometown on the Frostglades border, Ruethwyn attempted to enter on her own, where she learned that her contract with Zaria would protect her from virtually all inhabitants of the Frostglades.

      Unfortunately, Ruethwyn’s friends attempted to follow her without her knowledge, and Ruethwyn was forced to go underground to rescue them. Korima and Tadrick nearly died, while Sella was captured by redcaps. Tadrick wagered his sword in a fight against a redcap to gain Sella’s freedom and lost, losing the sword but still allowing Sella to leave. Ruethwyn’s identity as Sinera’s apprentice caused the redcaps to be more generous, and Tadrick gained a non-magical blade of great worth.

      A fair folk guided the four to Valisair, where the four found Essryl waiting for them. The dark elf wasn’t hostile, and instead betrayed a hint of personal feelings for Ruethwyn, though her determination to serve Resvarygrath was unchanged. Ruethwyn was then granted an audience with the Tower Lord of Valisair to petition for aid.

      Despite the Tower Lord taking the form of Resvarygrath and disliking her, Ruethwyn stood her ground until Zaria appeared, and the mysterious patron of Valisair offered Ruethwyn the chance to earn more than merely the removal of the curse afflicting her.

      Ruethwyn agreed and was transported through the portal below the Tower Lord’s abode, appearing in a landscape of ice and snow without her enchanted clothing or her magic. There she was challenged to reach a palace in one of the coldest regions where the planes of air and water met, even as a blizzard raged around her.

      She nearly died there, facing a vision of comfort, and even the failure of her body. Ruethwyn only survived by recklessly using her atavism to channel the sparks of Resvarygrath’s fire still embedded in her body to allow her to move onward, overcoming her fear of fire in the process. She reached the palace, and despite the increasing weight of power, Ruethwyn persevered in walking through the palace until she met its queen.

      Imris, demigoddess of ice and snow, waited for Ruethwyn. The goddess offered Ruethwyn a boon, one which could even destroy Resvarygrath and rescue those who’d been stolen, but the price would have been Ruethwyn’s utter destruction in both body and soul.

      Ruethwyn instead asked for her body and magic to be returned to her, and the goddess granted her request, causing her to be reborn as half-fey, half-elf. Only then did she return to Valisair and her friends, and Essryl made her farewells, believing that the next time they met it would be as true enemies.

      Yet at the same time, in the depths of Resvarygrath’s palace, Sinera awoke. Ruethwyn’s teacher lived once more, but she was changed in mind and body.

      And now Ruethwyn’s story continues.
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      Sinera looked up at the sky and took a deep breath, smelling the coming rain and the tingling sensation in the air. The dark clouds above her were heavy with water, and she expected the rain to come soon. The air around her almost danced with potential, and Sinera smiled.

      “Are you sure you wish to be up here, my love? Lightning could strike, and while there are a few higher peaks in the area, that doesn’t guarantee your safety,” Resvarygrath asked, and Sinera glanced over to see the dragon in his human form and smiled more warmly at him.

      “I’ve taken measures against that, don’t worry,” Sinera replied, looking back to the sky. “I just want to feel the wind and rain against my skin. It’s been so long since I felt it in this way. I’ve never felt more alive.”

      “Oh? That’s good to hear,” Resvarygrath replied, smiling broadly as he did so. “I was worried you wouldn’t feel quite right.”

      “Mm… justifiably, really. I don’t feel like this is completely my body, but I’m adapting bit by bit. Why don’t you go inside? I’ll be down soon,” Sinera told him gently, keeping her tone light.

      “Why? Do you not wish for my company?” Resvarygrath asked, a hint of displeasure flickering across his face.

      “What? You’re fine, dear. I simply want to be able to focus on the weather, and you’re so distracting that I can’t,” Sinera replied calmly. It wasn’t entirely untrue, but neither was she telling the whole truth.

      The dragon smiled at that and nodded firmly. “In that case, I’ll go get ready for dinner. I’m looking forward to it, my love.”

      “Of course,” Sinera replied, watching him leave, then looked up at the heavens again. Once she was sure he was gone, she murmured, “I simply need a bit of time to learn who I truly am.”

      As the first scattered raindrops began to fall and chill her skin, Sinera closed her eyes and reached within herself. Perhaps Resvarygrath believed that Sinera wouldn’t realize that her body wasn’t truly her own, but the dragon couldn’t be more wrong. The pulsing power of her body resonated with Sinera’s atavism, and she’d quickly realized what it implied.

      Sinera’s body was now predominantly crafted from the body of an elemental. It was here, surrounded by the elements, that Sinera could determine the full truth. As thunder rumbled across the sky, the elements brought the shadows within Sinera into sharp relief, and she smiled as she felt the stirring whispers of an angry voice in the depths of her mind.

      Resvarygrath must have attempted to erase the mind of the elemental whose body this was, Sinera reflected. Unfortunately for him, that wasn’t possible. Most elementals’ body, mind, and soul were all one, so their minds couldn’t be truly destroyed without destroying their body as well. So Sinera drew on her power and reached out to that voice to commune with it.

      “So, who are we, my dear? Tell me, what has happened in truth?” Sinera asked softly. And slowly, as the rain grew stronger… the voice grew louder.
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      Ruethwyn looked out the window in fascination, watching the blizzard above split and swirl away from Valisair. It was like there was an invisible dome protecting the city from the majority of the snow, though a small amount did slowly fall on the city, but without the incredible winds she was seeing far above them.

      “You know, I’m glad Davek warned us that leaving today wasn’t a good idea. That would’ve been unpleasant to be in,” Korima said, shivering as she pulled a blanket close around her. “Brr.”

      “It’s not that cold in here, you know,” Tadrick replied dryly. “Besides, the sooner we leave, the sooner we’re back in a warmer environment.”

      Ruethwyn glanced back at her friends, smiling wryly as she did so. Despite the common room of the guest quarters being made of ice, the room was a comfortable temperature, and most of them were on a pair of sofas, and Tadrick and Korima bantered while Sella studied a book. It was somewhat surprising to Ruethwyn that Sella was so focused on magic right now, but she hadn’t come up with a good way of asking why just yet.

      As she looked back outside, Ruethwyn paused as she caught a glimpse of her reflection again, still trying to adjust to it. She’d never been beautiful before, even before her face had been half-destroyed by Resvarygrath, but now that had changed. After undergoing the tests of the fair folk, Ruethwyn had been reborn as part fey, and her face and body had changed. She still recognized the shape of her face, but it was as though a master sculptor and artist had carefully molded her face to remove many of the imperfections and given her perfect skin, while her long, flowing hair was now a deep red that would stand out like a beacon anywhere but in the midst of a garden of bright red tulips. Even her eyes had changed, though the blue wasn’t nearly as different from her previous eye color.

      “It may not be cold in here, but that doesn’t mean that seeing the blizzard doesn’t give me chills!” Korima retorted.

      “Do you really have to argue? It isn’t like it’ll help the weather clear up any faster,” Sella asked, glancing up at them in exasperation. “I’m trying to study a little, here.”

      “I didn’t start it!” Korima protested.

      “Why don’t we go out for a bit instead?” Ruethwyn interrupted, not wanting to let things go any further. “Or did you explore the city while I was in the test?”

      “Um, well… we went out a little, but the city’s really different, and with you gone, we couldn’t focus,” Tadrick said, his tone awkward.

      “That, and it took you most of the day to recover after you asked Essryl to spar with you,” Sella added, giving Tadrick a chiding look.

      “He did what?” Ruethwyn asked, spinning around to stare at Tadrick, whose face flushed slowly.

      “Yeah, he asked her for a friendly match! A bunch of the locals came to watch, too,” Korima confirmed quickly, the kitsune’s ears flicking as her face brightened with enthusiasm. “He got completely overwhelmed, and she didn’t even use a weapon!”

      “Um, do you really need—” Tadrick began, but Sella spoke first.

      “They decided to have five matches in total. I don’t think Tadrick ever came close to hitting Essryl, despite her not dodging until the last moment,” Sella explained precisely, slowly smiling herself. “By the time they were done, he could barely walk, and she didn’t even look like she was breathing hard.”

      “I believe it,” Ruethwyn said, still looking at Tadrick incredulously. “Whatever possessed you to try fighting her? I warned you that she’s incredibly powerful!”

      Essryl had left the day before, and the dark elf caused incredibly conflicted feelings in Ruethwyn, as without her she wouldn’t have survived Resvarygrath’s attack on Mellesyn. In fact, a tiny part of Ruethwyn thought that the deadly woman was beautiful, but she buried it as best she could. It was relatively easy, since their last conversation had confirmed that when Ruethwyn reached the dragon’s palace, they’d be facing one another in battle.

      “Well… I figured a sparring match wouldn’t be too bad. I just wanted to know exactly how good she was,” Tadrick admitted, looking down and shifting his weight uncomfortably.

      “Oh? And what did you learn?” Ruethwyn asked, crossing her arms and looking at Tadrick skeptically.

      “I learned that I’m so much weaker than she is that I couldn’t convince her to take me halfway seriously,” Tadrick said bluntly. “She could have taken me down effortlessly but kept dodging just so she could see more of my skill. It was kind of humiliating.”

      “She did say you had potential,” Korima pointed out.

      “That doesn’t make it any less embarrassing,” Tadrick replied, sighing heavily.

      “You’re crazy,” Ruethwyn informed him, shaking her head in confusion. What had possessed him to do that was beyond her.

      “That he is. Essryl reminded me of a snake. One of those ones that watches silently, then strikes so fast you can’t see it move,” Sella said, shivering slightly. She hesitated before adding. “Not that she was quite as emotionless or cruel as I anticipated… she was more… I don’t know how to phrase it.”

      “She didn’t care what we thought of her,” Korima said simply. “I’ve seen it before in some people. It isn’t being a narcissist or being arrogant, though the latter is close. It’s also not the sort of attitude where people don’t care about others at all. It’s just… confidence in herself, as far as I can tell. I’ve only met a handful of people like that before, and it’s always unnerving.”

      “That seems accurate to me, though…” Ruethwyn paused, remembering how worked up Essryl had gotten when Master Mara had been talking to her and the Illisyr had grown offended on Ruethwyn’s behalf. After a moment, she shook it off and shrugged. “Never mind, it doesn’t matter. Our best chance in the future is to simply avoid her.”

      “I can agree with that,” Tadrick said, nodding and slowly relaxing.

      For a long moment, the room was quiet again. Then Sella spoke up. “Where were you thinking to go, Rue? I got distracted, but you suggested going out.”

      “Mm, mostly I was curious about the palace-like building. The tower wasn’t nearly as interesting as it might look, and I don’t care for the Tower Lord. He may be powerful, but I think he was a jerk,” Ruethwyn said, shrugging slightly. “If you want to stay inside, we can, but I’m getting a little restless.”

      “But it’s cold out there!” Korima protested promptly.

      “And I can easily cast a spell to keep you warm, and you have your enchanted scarf, too,” Ruethwyn retorted, her eyes narrowing. “Sella and Tadrick have far more legitimate reasons to not want to go out in the cold.”

      Korima pouted for a moment, her ears drooping, but Ruethwyn ignored her, knowing that the kitsune was just trying to manipulate Ruethwyn. After a few seconds, the kitsune spoke reluctantly. “Well, if they want to go out, I suppose I can live with that…”

      “A bit of exercise wouldn’t be amiss. I haven’t been doing my full morning routine here, since I don’t want to cause any issues with the locals,” Tadrick agreed, looking outside. “Besides, it looks fairly calm out there. Their ability to control the weather is impressive.”

      Sella seemed to consider, then closed her book with just a hint of reluctance. She looked at Ruethwyn, pursing her lips for a moment before nodding. “Sure. I don’t suppose you could cast the spell to keep me comfortable, Rue? I know it’s something of a drain for you, but it’d be nice.”

      “It isn’t that it’s an enormous drain, it’s more that the spell takes a moderate amount of mana,” Ruethwyn corrected. “It’s actually somewhat efficient on the whole, but I was trying to fully recover my mana last time Korima asked about it. Now, though? My mana core is larger, I recover mana more easily, and we’re not going anywhere until tomorrow. I’d be happy to cast it for you, and for Tadrick if he wants it.”

      Tadrick’s eyes lit up and he nodded quickly, speaking happily. “That’d be wonderful! I almost forgot that your transformation helped you that much, to be honest. It’s stunning that something like it is even possible.”

      “Yeah. I’ve heard of some reincarnation spells and rituals, but they’re all really powerful, and what happened with you seems quite different,” Sella said, looking Ruethwyn over again. “Maybe I just don’t know enough, but that’s what it seems like to me.”

      “You aren’t wrong, Sella. What happened was far more than I’d ever imagined either,” Ruethwyn agreed, looking down at her right hand again, still stunned by what had happened. She wished she could tell them that a goddess had helped her, but sadly, she couldn’t. Instead she smiled and said. “How about you get ready and we can go? I’ll cast the spell just before we leave.”

      “Sure!” Tadrick replied, and he quickly headed for his room. Sella took a bit longer, as she put a bookmark into the book she was reading and got up.

      As the two left, Korima let out a soft sigh, shaking her head. Ruethwyn watched the redhead for a moment, curious what Korima was thinking. Just as she was about to ask, the kitsune spoke.

      “They still haven’t worked things out. Not that Essryl being around helped, but I would’ve thought that they’d have decided by this point,” Korima said, letting out another sigh. “That’s what you were going to ask, right?”

      “Not quite. I was more wondering why you watched them leave and sighed,” Ruethwyn replied, amusement bubbling up inside. “That’s what you were thinking about, then?”

      “Oh! Well… pretty much, yes,” Korima said, blushing slightly. “Sorry, I suppose you don’t have the same concerns there as I do.”

      “Not really, no. Their relationship is their own business unless they ask my opinion or drag me into it,” Ruethwyn said, shrugging slightly. “I was curious, though… you asked if I could answer questions about what happened in the tower, yet Zaria said you’d been given some information you could use for the story you plan to tell. Was she right?”

      “They did, though in nowhere near enough detail for my taste. Some of it seems a bit ridiculous, though,” Korima said, frowning. “What she said was that you met the Tower Lord and were given the opportunity to face a major challenge through the portal on your way to the palace of their queen. Along the way, you were challenged by your doubts, which included an epic struggle against your greatest fears, along with temptations of that which you longed for most. Then you were reborn from a massive flower in the midst of a frozen wasteland. It was more detailed than that, but that’s the gist of what I was told.”

      Ruethwyn blinked, startled by how accurate large parts of the story were. Not all of them, and not necessarily in that order, but she’d expected Korima’s story to be largely fabricated. Though when she thought about it, the true story was ridiculous enough to make most people doubt her if she’d claimed it was the truth. After a few moments, she replied. “Hm, interesting. I wish I could tell you more, but alas, I cannot. What I can say is that parts of that are true.”

      “Really? Well, I suppose some of it has to be. You met the Tower Lord, after all,” Korima said, then her expression brightened as she continued. “Well, it is an impressive story, either way! I imagine it’d make a wonderful series of scenes in a play!”

      Wincing, Ruethwyn asked plaintively, “Do you have to continue with the play idea? I’d prefer that idea to be shelved. Permanently, if possible.”

      “No. I like the story, and I plan to share it,” Korima said firmly, finally starting to get up and to remove the blanket she’d been huddling in. “Like it or not, that’s what I’m going to do.”

      Ruethwyn let out a sigh, and moments later, Sella came back, still putting on her coat, while holding a pair of gloves, a scarf, and a knitted cap. The young woman blinked, looking between them before asking, “What’s wrong? Rue looks disappointed.”

      “She wants me to abandon my plans to share her story, and I said no,” Korima explained.

      “Ah! Well, good for you, Korima,” Sella said, smiling broadly as she glanced at Ruethwyn. “Someone has to give her credit where it’s due, and she’s never going to ask for it.”

      “Traitor,” Ruethwyn told Sella, frowning at her. All her comment prompted was laughter from both women.

      Tadrick entered the room, blinking as he adjusted his hat, asking, “What’s the laughter for?”

      As the other two laughed, Ruethwyn sighed and shook her head. “Nothing important. I’ll cast the spell and we can go, hmm?”

      Tadrick nodded, still looking slightly confused as their laughter died down.
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      Pausing outside the structure, Ruethwyn studied it for a moment. While she’d seen the building from a distance when they’d first arrived in Valisair, this was the first time she’d had the chance to see it up close, and the palace-like structure was impressive.

      The building’s foundation and lower walls were built of marble of different types, ranging from mottled white to black, and even some blocks with blue or green veins through them. By about halfway up the walls, nearly twenty feet up, they were instead formed of ice, and spires rose about fifty feet into the air above the roof. Ruethwyn looked at the doors and smiled slightly. From the looks of them, they’d never been closed, or at least hadn’t anytime recently, considering how much ice and snow was built up in the gap below the hinges.

      “Why are the doors open? It lets the snow inside, after all,” Sella asked, looking up speculatively.

      “That is the question. Presumably because they don’t want to close them,” Ruethwyn replied, shrugging and stepping to the side, trying to get a better look at one of the doors. They were stone, but since they opened inward, she didn’t have a good angle to examine them from. It looked like there were carvings on the doors, and something about them prompted a nagging sensation of familiarity.

      “If that’s the case, why would they even put doors there? An open archway would be easier,” Sella said, frowning at the opening.

      “Why do some people leave gifts for the dead on their doorsteps over Midwinter Night?” Korima asked, shrugging as she stepped forward. “Really, it just comes down to different places having different traditions. What seems strange in one place is normal elsewhere. Like that elf with the mask from the desert.”

      That was true enough, Ruethwyn realized. The man in question had looked incredibly out of place in Selwyn, with the ivory mask he wore, as well as the enveloping robes and ivory gauntlets. As she took a step forward, though, Ruethwyn suddenly stopped, stiffening as she got a good look at the doors at last.

      Carved into each of the doors was the image of a dragon, and ice crystals were set into them to show their eyes. Seeing the doors was a shock, because the carving was so familiar, as Ruethwyn had seen the exact same pattern carved into a pair of silver doors during her test. Looking past the doors, Ruethwyn realized that the room beyond looked eerily like the room just outside Imris’s throne room, and the realization sent a shiver up her spine.

      “Rue? Is something wrong?” Tadrick asked, his voice almost causing her to jump.

      “Huh? Oh, sorry, I just…” Ruethwyn paused, then nodded at the doors, choosing a half-truth as she continued. “I was startled by the carvings of the dragons on the doors. They’re quite realistic, aren’t they?”

      “Um, I really wouldn’t know. Unlike you, I’ve never seen a dragon in person,” Tadrick replied, looking at the doors curiously as he approached them.

      Korima followed him, but Ruethwyn noticed that Sella was looking at her skeptically. Fortunately, her friend didn’t say anything, instead following them after a moment.

      “Is this really that close to a real dragon?” Korima asked curiously. “I’ve seen a few illusions of dragons before and they’re similar, but this is somewhat different.”

      “Yes, at least mostly. I’ve been doing research, and dragons vary as much as elves or kitsune do, though perhaps not as much as the fair folk. I believe that these represent ice dragons,” Ruethwyn said, following them and reaching out to touch the cold stone gently.

      “You’re right about that.” A cheerful voice came from behind them, and Ruethwyn turned to see the cook from the guest quarters, Davek Gale. The incredibly handsome man wasn’t wearing as much as them, though the long-sleeved tunic was enough to keep most of the snow out, and he was carrying a basket under one arm. He smiled broadly as he nodded at the doors. “The one on the left is Selkax, and the one on the right is Wovai, a pair of brothers who’re intermittent guests of the city. They’re from the far side of the portal, so they don’t spend much time here.”

      “Davek, I didn’t expect to see you here!” Tadrick said, sounding surprised. Ruethwyn did catch a note that she hadn’t heard often to his voice though and wondered why Tadrick didn’t sound as happy to see the fair folk.

      “I do get out on occasion. There aren’t many guests that visit, so most of the time I’m not at the guest house,” Davek said, then grinned as he nodded to Ruethwyn. “And may I say that you look lovely today, Miss Sylaris?”

      “Thank you, Davek,” Ruethwyn said, warming slightly to the fair folk. He really was handsome beyond belief… but it still didn’t make her interested in him. Instead, she nodded at the doors. “So these two are what… residents of the city? Allies?”

      “I’d call them allies, possibly even guardians. The Tower Lord is more powerful than they are, but having more allies never hurts,” Davek said, shrugging and stepping inside the doors.

      “That sounds reasonable,” Sella said, nodding with a bit more enthusiasm, then flushed as she added, “Oh, I suppose I should ask… is it alright if we look around here? The building looks like it’s open to anyone, but we didn’t actually ask, I realized.”

      Korima’s eyes went wide, and Ruethwyn just barely heard her mutter. “Oops.”

      “Don’t worry, the palace is open to everyone,” Davek assured them, and Ruethwyn could see the others relax as she felt her anxiety ease. “Just don’t go near the throne. That’s a good way to end up dead, with as much power as it contains.”

      “The palace? Why’s it called that?” Korima asked, and as Davek started into the broad room, they began following him.

      “What else would we call it? The building looks like a palace, so it’s the best name I can imagine,” Davek replied, though Ruethwyn realized he was adroitly avoiding the question. Nodding at the stage in the corner of the huge room, he continued. “Most of the time we use the palace for festivals or gatherings, but it’s also a stronghold in the case of a major attack. Valisair has many defenses, but all of them can be overwhelmed. Here is one of the safest places, though it might not look like it.”

      “It does look more like a ballroom than anything else, at least to me,” Tadrick said, looking around slowly. “It’d be ideal for a festival, wouldn’t it? Even if it’s a bit cold for my taste.”

      “Believe me, that doesn’t matter to them,” Ruethwyn said, shaking her head quickly. “While I can feel that it’s cold, it isn’t uncomfortable in the slightest for me anymore, and I’m only partly fey. I imagine that most of the fair folk are like me, not caring about the cold.”

      “That’s about right,” Davek agreed, grinning. “I’m half sylph myself, so my cold tolerance isn’t as high as most others around here, but even I find it comfortable most of the time. I do have to bundle up in the winter, but even then, it isn’t too bad.”

      “Half sylph? Aren’t those air elementals?” Sella asked, her eyes brightening. “Is that the source of your air magic?”

      “I wouldn’t call it the source of my magic, but it did give me a better grasp of it,” Davek told her, his smile warm. “And yes, sylphs are air elementals. We don’t get a lot of them in our area, but one or two show up every now and then.”

      “I’ve heard that they’re kind of flighty!” Korima chimed in, and suddenly everyone was silent for a moment. Ruethwyn groaned internally, then Davek chuckled.

      “Yes, you can certainly say that about them. Not that I recommend saying that in front of one, Korima,” the fair folk said, grinning at her.

      “Of course not! I just had it pop into my head and had to say it,” the kitsune replied with a smile of her own.

      Ruethwyn sighed, but it was Sella who spoke first. “Maybe so, but could you hold back a little next time? That was a bad joke, Korima.”

      “Maybe I will. It just depends on my mood.” Korima shrugged as she approached the second set of doors, which were also open. While other doors were along the walls, Ruethwyn had seen that Davek was heading for the throne room, and her steps slowed slightly.

      Moments later, Davek and Tadrick reached the room, followed by the others as Ruethwyn trailed behind them. As they stepped in, they stopped and Tadrick gasped. “Oh, wow. This is amazing.”

      Ruethwyn looked into the room a moment later, and she could kind of understand their opinions, even if she disagreed with them. The throne room was beautiful, even composed of marble and ice rather than the pure ice that she remembered, and glittering motes of blue light illuminated the room, almost looking like the starry sky against the ice above them. The throne at the back was exquisitely carved and pulsed with power on its dais, glowing from within as she watched. Yet the room felt almost empty, despite the other people inside. After all, when Ruethwyn had visited the throne room on the other side of the portal, the presence of Imris had overwhelmed everything else.

      It took a few moments for Ruethwyn to notice that there was another woman in the room, this one looking almost human, aside from the goat horns that poked through her brown hair. The woman looked more middle-aged, which surprised Ruethwyn, but otherwise was moderately attractive and fairly normal. Davek approached her and offered her the basket with a smile.

      “Here’s your lunch,” the fair folk said, his voice cheerful. “How’s the day going?”

      “Well enough. The wind isn’t too bad, and there haven’t been many guests, at least until now,” the woman replied calmly, taking the basket with a smile. “Thank you for the meal. Who might these youngsters be?”

      “Ah, this is Ruethwyn Sylaris, Korima Lightweaver, Sella Vintas, and Tadrick Daskar. For all of you, this is Ultin the Horned, caretaker of the palace,” Davek said, gesturing to each of them in turn.

      “Indeed. Welcome, and avoid the throne, please. Cleaning up the blood always takes hours,” Ultin said, nodding at them pleasantly, though her gaze lingered on Ruethwyn.

      Ruethwyn nodded politely, though she saw the look the others exchanged at the warning and suppressed a smile. Whether they believed Ultin or not, at least it didn’t look like they were going to test her warning.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Ultin. I just have to ask… are you the only person who takes care of the palace? It seems like a large place for just one person,” Sella asked, looking around slowly, a slight frown on her face.

      “Just me? Hardly that. Plenty of others help here and there, and I have assistants as well,” the woman replied, unpacking her lunch. The basket was filled with a variety of pastries, sliced fruit and vegetables, and other finger-foods, which the woman began to eat with quick, precise bites. The odd thing was that the glimpses of her teeth revealed that Ultin had a mouth filled with sharp fangs, which certainly didn’t suit the vegetables Ruethwyn saw.

      Regardless of Ruethwyn’s thoughts, Ultin kept eating happily, and Tadrick looked around, nodding slowly. “That sounds far more reasonable. Still, this feels… odd, to me. It seems like a throne room more than anything else, at least to me.”

      “Truly?” Davek asked, tilting his head curiously, but Ruethwyn caught the flicker of amusement in his eyes. No one else seemed to notice as he continued. “I’ve never seen a monarch’s court before, so I’m relying on your opinion.”

      “Err, yes? Come to think of it, I suppose none of you have seen one, either,” Tadrick said, looking at Korima, Sella, and Ruethwyn uncomfortably, to Ruethwyn’s rising amusement. “It’s smaller than the throne room of Selwyn, but in a lot of ways its more elaborate. Maybe there’s more gilding and the like there, but this is really impressive.”

      “Hm, I’ll have to take your word for it. Still, this room has always been impressive to me,” Davek agreed, looking around calmly. “Alas, how our leadership works isn’t something we share with outsiders, so I’m afraid you’re going to have to remain ignorant.”

      “And thus Davek shows how friendly he is. That’s more than I’d tell you,” Ultin added, looking up from her basket to regard Ruethwyn intently. “Well, more than I’d tell most of you, at least. Ruethwyn’s position is far more complicated.”

      “Why’s that?” Korima asked, almost pouncing on the comment, her ears rising quickly.

      “I’m part fey now,” Ruethwyn said simply, hesitating a moment before shrugging. “I’m not sure how much of that’s the reason, but I suspect it’s a large part of it. I can’t talk about any other reasons.”

      Korima frowned, but Ultin laughed and nodded, speaking quickly. “Precisely. Many things remain secret, in large part, because if they’re shared, they’ll no longer be secret, and others can use them against us. We prefer to avoid that.”

      Nodding reluctantly, Korima spoke slowly. “I suppose. I just like knowing things.”

      “Unfortunately, we’re probably never going to find out,” Sella interjected. She looked around for a moment, considering the room before asking Davek, “Is there anything else of particular interest here, Davek? I mean, I saw the side rooms, but I don’t know if they’re interesting.”

      “Most of those are storerooms, housing for emergencies, and similar sorts of rooms. I think there’s a kitchen and one room with instruments, but nothing else that’s particularly exciting,” Davek said. He was about to continue, but Korima perked up suddenly, a grin on her face.

      “Instruments? Can I see them, please?” the kitsune asked eagerly.

      “Really, Korima?” Sella asked, her eyebrows rising.

      “Of course! Music is one of the most important things to a play, and every species tends to have their own quirks to instruments. I’d love to see them myself,” Korima explained quickly.

      “Well, if you’re that interested, I suppose I can show them to you,” Davek agreed, smiling and heading for the door. “Follow me.”

      The others followed Davek, and Ruethwyn started after them. However, just before she reached the door, but only once the others were out, Ultin spoke.

      “How far did you get, Ruethwyn?” the fair folk asked softly.

      “Pardon me?” Ruethwyn asked, looking back at her in surprise.

      “You obviously reached your goal. How far did you manage to go?” Ultin asked, studying Ruethwyn.

      For a long moment, Ruethwyn hesitated, then she shrugged and smiled in return. “The weight was too much for me, and I knelt. Not that I object to that, but as to where I knelt… it was here.”

      She crouched down and touched the spot just barely inside the doors where she’d hit the ground. It didn’t feel any different than the other spots around it, but Ruethwyn remembered it with startling clarity.

      Ultin didn’t eat anything more for a long moment, studying Ruethwyn. Then she nodded slowly, smiling again and just barely showing her fangs as she did so, speaking calmly. “Well done. Not many could go so far. May Her blessing go with you.”

      “Thank you,” Ruethwyn replied, flushing slightly.

      “Rue? Are you coming?” Tadrick called back, and Ruethwyn quickly straightened.

      “Be right there!” Ruethwyn called out and hurried after him, leaving Ultin and the copy of the goddess’s throne room behind.
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      “Mistress Essryl! I’m so glad to see you!” Leticia’s relief was obvious, and the discomfort on her face caused Essryl to pause and frown at her.

      “What’s wrong, Leticia? I noticed that the palace seemed more active when I returned, but that’s all I know,” Essryl said, her tone brisk as she set down her pouch. She’d unpack her things later, but there was a distinctly different air about the palace, that was for certain.

      “His Excellency has emerged from seclusion, and he also brought two new women with him, both elven, Mistress Essryl,” Leticia explained quickly, the redhead quickly regaining her composure as she spoke. “The two are named Minerva and Sinera, and based on their conversations, they’re sisters and magi. Each have been quartered near His Excellency’s rooms, and initially, we were directed to be their servants. The ladies in question didn’t want servants, however, so we were released from those duties quickly. However, we’re currently assisting in the main wings far more often than we formerly did.”

      “I see. Interesting…” Essryl murmured, considering the situation. Now that she knew that Ruethwyn was Sinera’s student, it was an interesting development. She’d been expecting their resurrection, or quasi-resurrection, for quite some time, so that much wasn’t a surprise. The increased activity was slightly more concerning, but not too much. After a moment, she nodded. “I see. Is anything causing problems? You seemed quite concerned.”

      “No, not really. It’s just… disconcerting. I’ve grown used to the routines, and this changed them while you were gone. I’ve done my best to organize things, but I’m not certain how well I did,” Leticia replied, her voice slightly anxious. “Between that and taking care of the new girls, I’ve been a touch stressed. Would you look over my decisions and give me your opinion?”

      “Of course I will,” Essryl said, smiling at the woman. “However, that will have to wait for a time. I’ve just returned, and if My Lord has emerged from his laboratory, that means that things have changed. I’d best visit him and ensure that I know what his desires are before going over your arrangements. It wouldn’t do any good to adjust them, only to have to change them still more, would it?”

      “Yes, of course,” Leticia agreed, looking even more relieved. “I should have thought of that myself, Mistress Essryl.”

      “You’ve been stressed, it’s perfectly understandable,” Essryl assured her. She paused, then asked, “Speaking of stress… what about the demon, Hekara? Has she caused any problems while I was gone? Or any of the girls, for that matter.”

      “No, not really. Ever since the incident with the hounds, I’ve barely seen her. I thank the heavens for that… and you, of course,” Leticia quickly said, smiling warmly. “Anara has kept up her training as well, and some of the others have been doing so with her. Not much else has occurred in your absence, though. How was your trip?”

      “It went very well, and was quite interesting,” Essryl said, satisfaction improving her mood. “Ruethwyn managed something quite impressive, which made the trip still better.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Leticia said, smiling more. “Will you be leaving again soon?”

      “Such is unlikely,” Essryl demurred, shaking her head. “Unless My Lord commands it, of course. Now, go on. I need to meet with him and I’ll find you afterward.”

      “Of course, Mistress Essryl,” Leticia said, curtseying deeply, then leaving the room.

      Essryl glanced into her mirror to ensure that she was presentable. Her armor didn’t look like she’d been hit by any of the blood from several shadow monsters that had confronted her on her way back to the palace, so she nodded in satisfaction and turned to leave. She’d expected to go see Resvarygrath from the beginning, so it wasn’t as though this changed her plans.

      Making her way through the palace was simple. Despite the three wings of the palace being deliberately separated, the layout was straightforward and most of the halls were broad. Essryl had heard some of the soldiers mutter about how difficult the palace would be to defend, but considering Resvarygrath’s size, she could understand why the dragon preferred larger hallways.

      Locating Resvarygrath would be more difficult for most people, but Essryl’s keen sense of smell solved that problem quite simply, and before long, she found herself outside a door, and she paused as she took a breath, hearing voices within. The rumble of Resvarygrath’s voice indicated he was in the shape of a human, which made a certain amount of sense. More interesting was the scent of his two companions.

      “Shadow elementals,” Essryl murmured, placing the odd scent after a few moments. It was the strangely flat scent of shadow elementals combined with elves, and it was far different than what she’d expect from a half-breed. She should know, since Essryl was a half-breed herself. Shrugging, she knocked and announced. “My Lord, I’ve returned.”

      “Come in, Essryl,” Resvarygrath called out.

      Opening the door, Essryl stepped into the sitting room and her gaze immediately played over the two women before fixing on Resvarygrath himself. The two women were sitting on a sofa, while Resvarygrath was reclining in a large, over-stuffed chair which wouldn’t survive a moment under his natural form. A fire crackled in the hearth, and Essryl noted that, for the first time in her memory, Resvarygrath looked almost smugly pleased with himself, without even appearing to have done anything.

      Essryl would’ve known the elven women were related even without Leticia’s warning. She remembered the dark-haired one from the attack on Mellesyn, as Essryl had seen the woman kill twelve soldiers with a chaining lightning spell, but she’d only seen a glimpse of the woman. Sinera had straight black hair that reached the middle of her back, her facial structure was fine-boned and her skin pale and perfect. In fact, it looked a touch more perfect than Essryl remembered, and she suspected that was Resvarygrath’s doing. The woman wore a set of simple black robes held closed by a silver belt, and she was looking at Essryl curiously, a slight wariness in her blue eyes.

      The other woman had similar facial features, but her hair was slightly curlier and was a dark auburn rather than black, while her eyes were a near-identical blue. That must be Minerva, and she looked more curious than Sinera, which was interesting. Still, Essryl set their attention aside to focus on Resvarygrath. While both felt moderately dangerous, she was confident in her own strength.

      “Welcome back, Essryl. I’m curious how your trip went, since you’ve been absent a surprising amount of late,” Resvarygrath said calmly, looking at her.

      “Resver, don’t you think you should introduce us first?” Minerva interrupted, her voice mellow as she spoke. Essryl spotted the near-imperceptible wince of the dragon at the nickname, which amused her. “I don’t believe that we’ve met.”

      “Ah, of course. Ladies, this is Essryl Demara, an Illisyr of clan Shadowfire and one of my most powerful servants, as well as the trainer of my trophies. Essryl, these are Minerva and Sinera Kor, old friends of mine who I’ve returned to life,” Resvarygrath said, nodding politely to Minerva.

      “A pleasure to meet you,” Minerva said, smiling warmly at Essryl.

      “Indeed, it’s interesting to meet an Illisyr again. I’ve only met a handful of your people before, but they were quite different from you,” Sinera added, her voice a bit higher, but also more measured.

      “I’m not surprised. Each clan has their own attitude toward others, and I’m considered strange even by our standards,” Essryl replied, smiling slightly as she nodded. “Also, it is a pleasure to meet the pair of you. I heard that you were here from Leticia and was looking forward to meeting you.”

      “Ah? Interesting, I hadn’t realized she was under your command,” Sinera said, her eyebrows rising.

      “That would be because Leticia is one of my trophies. One of the older ones, in fact,” Resvarygrath explained quickly, frowning briefly. “She shouldn’t have been talking about you.”

      “She wasn’t. I asked her if anything had changed in my absence, and she mentioned that you had the girls acting as servants more, and was asking me to look over her arrangements,” Essryl explained calmly. “She’s grown used to the routine, and I wasn’t here to adjust it. She simply wished for things to be done correctly, My Lord.”

      “Ah,” Sinera said, nodding as if enlightened, her gaze still following Essryl.

      “Hm, I suppose so. Well, what of my question, Essryl?” Resvarygrath asked, frowning. “I don’t recall you saying what you were doing, either.”

      “You were sequestered with your project at the time, My Lord. As for that, I returned from a visit to Valisair,” Essryl replied calmly, meeting his eyes.

      “Oh? Visiting your pet obsession, I presume. What of the city itself? Has it changed?” The dragon seemed to relax slightly.

      “It’s unchanged, as anticipated. If anything, the defenses have grown stronger than before,” Essryl said, then glanced at Sinera as she added. “As for Ruethwyn, she managed to impress others as well.”

      “Ruethwyn? Ruethwyn Sylaris?” Sinera’s distant look almost shattered as she sat up abruptly, her voice almost eager.

      “Dear?” Resvarygrath asked, looking slightly taken aback.

      Essryl ignored his comment, looking at Sinera and smiling slightly as she nodded. “Yes, that’s correct.”

      “Who’s Ruethwyn?” Minerva asked, looking at her sister in confusion, to Essryl’s amusement.

      “She’s my student. Ruethwyn has a stronger talent with atavism than I possess myself, and I was worried that she might have died,” Sinera explained, and Essryl resisted the urge to let her smile widen as she saw growing worry in Resvarygrath’s eyes. “I recall throwing her out of the way of Resvarygrath’s flames, but I couldn’t remember if I succeeded or not.”

      “She’s… she’s your student?” Resvarygrath asked, obviously stunned and a bit alarmed.

      “Ooh…” Minerva said, her eyes widening. “I thought you said that it was nearly impossible to find someone with the gift for atavism!”

      “It is, and she practically fell into my lap. I would’ve been most upset if she was dead. I have plans for her,” Sinera said, glancing at Resvarygrath curiously. “You didn’t know?”

      “Of course not!” Resvarygrath replied. Essryl wouldn’t be surprised if he started sweating at any moment. “If I’d known, she would’ve been here waiting for you!”

      “I see. So, what’s my student been up to? I’m surprised that she went to Valisair… from what I’ve heard, it’s barely been a year since my death. That seems a touch quick to go there,” Sinera said, frowning. “It’s a rather dangerous trip.”

      “Yes, well I’m afraid you weren’t quite quick enough to get her out of the way of My Lord’s flames. She was on the verge of death, but since she tried to rescue a young woman from me even then, I saved her life,” Essryl said, shrugging slightly. “Alas, she was still half-crippled, with her mana veins damaged and her injuries cursed not to heal.”

      “What?” Sinera asked, her expression darkening slowly. “What kind of injuries?”

      “Half her face was burnt, she lost an eye and arm, and the scars extended halfway down her right side,” Essryl explained, keeping an eye on the increasingly unhappy dragon. “They couldn’t be magically healed as long as My Lord’s curse remained in place, though I bypassed some of that.”

      Sinera gave Resvarygrath a frosty glare, and the dragon protested. “I didn’t know she was your student!”

      “I can see that,” Sinera replied flatly.

      Minerva giggled softly, but didn’t interject, a bright smile on her face.

      “In any event, Ruethwyn went to Valisair to request their assistance in removing the curse,” Essryl said, smiling as she added. “I knew that they could do it, but she wasn’t so certain.”

      “I see. Well, she was right… though how she’d pass their tests is beyond me. I had a hard enough time, even after helping them,” Sinera said, frowning deeply. “How did she do?”

      “She didn’t simply have the curse removed. No, they did something far more than that. Young Ruethwyn has been fully reborn, and she’s now partly fey,” Essryl said happily, enjoying the sight of Resvarygrath squirming. “Her injuries are gone, and I believe her mana core is even more powerful than it was. I was happy to see it, as she’s proven quite skilled over the time I’ve watched her.”

      “Truly? She’s been reborn?” Sinera asked, her eyebrows rising suddenly. At Essryl’s nod, she sat back, looking contemplative as she murmured. “But to do that… that would be most difficult.”

      “Does this have something to do with whatever you can’t talk about?” Minerva asked.

      “Exactly. I didn’t do the best that’s possible, and as such, I didn’t receive as much help as I’d wished for. I can only imagine what Ruethwyn did to earn such,” Sinera said, and she slowly smiled. “I’m glad that my student didn’t disappoint me. I’m looking forward to teaching her further, and truly unearthing her potential.”

      “Well, that being the case…” Resvarygrath interjected, sitting up and looking at Essryl. “Essryl, once Ruethwyn has left Valisair, I wish for you to abduct her and bring her here. Unharmed, if at all possible.”

      “While I’m willing to do so if you desire, there is a slight problem, My Lord,” Essryl replied, resisting the urge to smile at Resvarygrath. She wasn’t surprised at the request. “As I recall, you agreed to help Hekara get revenge on Ruethwyn in exchange for her assistance in restoring these two to life. If I retrieve Ruethwyn, it could cause problems there.”

      “You what?” Sinera demanded, glaring at Resvarygrath.

      “I didn’t know she was important to you! All I knew was that some student at the academy had managed to ruin Hekara’s plot, and she wanted revenge in exchange for helping me,” Resvarygrath protested. “If I’d known, I wouldn’t have gotten into this mess, but you still wouldn’t be alive.”

      “Perhaps…” Sinera muttered, still looking at him balefully.

      “Maybe we could arrange some other form of payment?” Minerva suggested. “It might be harder, but I’m sure we could come up with something.”

      “If I may? I suggest we don’t bother,” Essryl said, suppressing her smile as they looked at her.

      “Why?” Sinera asked bluntly, her eyes narrowing as she stared at Essryl.

      “Your student has proven quite imaginative and resourceful at every turn. Even with her magic weakened and taken by surprise, she managed to drive Hekara back through a rift and allowed her teachers to close it. I have little doubt that she can fend for herself after surviving an assassination attempt and being fully healed,” Essryl said, smiling wickedly. “If Hekara wants to be humiliated further by being defeated by Ruethwyn again, let her.”

      “Oh? And what if you’re wrong? What if she kills Ruethwyn? Or worse, what if she drags her off as a prisoner to torment for the remainder of her life?” Sinera asked, her skepticism obvious.

      “In that case… well, the answer is simple. In the former case, we can raise her from the dead. In the latter, I’ll go after Hekara and retrieve Ruethwyn. My Lord agreed to help Hekara, that doesn’t mean I can’t interfere afterward,” Essryl said, smiling still more.

      “While I don’t object to that, since it’d allow me to keep my part of the deal, that doesn’t solve the issue of getting the girl here if she survives Hekara,” Resvarygrath said, some of his discomfort seeming to ease. “Would you retrieve her then?”

      “I could, but why bother?” Essryl asked, to their puzzled looks.

      “…I don’t understand,” Minerva said, frowning. “Why wouldn’t you bother?”

      “I say why bother, because why expend the effort when she’s going to come to us?” Essryl asked, her tail flicking more quickly.

      “What?” Sinera asked, her eyebrows rising again. “Why would she come here?”

      “The girl she was in love with is one of Resvarygrath’s trophies, a young woman named Anara. Everything Ruethwyn has been doing is in an attempt to come here and rescue her,” Essryl explained patiently. “So, why bother kidnapping her, when all we have to do is wait and she’ll deliver herself to the palace?”

      For a moment, there was silence, then Sinera smiled slightly. “Anara, is it? Well, that does explain why Ruethwyn always liked studying on the bench facing her house.”

      “If you’re correct, it also solves a lot of problems without having to act too overtly,” Resvarygrath agreed, looking happier himself. “It’d save on the number of would-be dragonslayers. They’re always obnoxious.”

      “It sounds like a plan!” Minerva said, grinning. “So, why don’t you tell us about her? You said she was reborn, and it sounds like you’ve been keeping an eye on Ruethwyn. What’s she look like, then? What’s she done?”

      Essryl smiled yet again and nodded in return. This looked like it was going to take longer than she’d anticipated, but that was fine. Things looked like they were going to work out how she wanted, anyway.

      “Well, as her appearance has changed immensely, let me show you an illusion of her. She’s entertained me as well, and her end of year trials were particularly amusing…” Essryl began and started casting a spell to show them what Ruethwyn looked like.

      The two women certainly brought a different feel to the palace.
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      “Now, if all of you are ready, remember. Once through the portal, go due south. None of the fey or animals should bother you as you leave, but do try not to provoke them. If you do, I’m afraid that they’ll attack you in self-defense, which I consider quite justifiable,” Verdrina said briskly, the tiny, pale-green woman looking at them sharply. “Any questions?”

      “How far will we be from the border?” Tadrick asked, adjusting how he was carrying his snowshoes.

      The blizzard had passed by late the previous day, and Ruethwyn hoped to be out of the Frostglades by sunset. While she liked the fair folk for the most part, shopping had been a strange experience, as many of the items for sale had been puzzling, and the prices were worse. Ruethwyn had no idea how you’d even collect a strand of a nightmare on the spring equinox, nor what it was used for. Besides, the foods had ranged from intriguing to outright nauseating.

      Now they were about ready to leave, though. Ruethwyn waited patiently as Verdrina shrugged and replied. “I have no idea. You should reach the border before dark, I think… it’s hard to guess how quickly you mortals can move.”

      “I suppose that makes sense,” Tadrick said, sighing.

      “Well, the sooner we get started, the sooner we’re done!” Korima said brightly, her smile flashing for a moment, then the kitsune melted into her giant fox shape. Somehow, she managed to keep her blue scarf on, even though the rest of her clothing and equipment had merged with her body, to Ruethwyn’s amusement.

      “Agreed. Shall we go?” Ruethwyn said, looking at Tadrick and Sella.

      “Sounds like a plan,” Tadrick agreed, and Sella nodded.

      “I’m not looking forward to how my parents are going to react, but there’s no point putting it off,” Sella said grimly.

      “Excellent. Good luck on your trip! I hope to hear a nice story you put together, Korima,” Verdrina said, laying her hands on the ice pillar that was the core of the fair folk gate network.

      It didn’t take her nearly as long to activate the gate as it’d taken Soresh, Ruethwyn realized, somewhat surprised. In only a few moments, the pillar began to shimmer, and then a rippling window opened in midair, revealing a copse of trees around a clearing.

      “Thank you, Lady Verdrina. Your help is appreciated,” Ruethwyn said, bowing her head politely.

      “You’re most welcome, Ruethwyn,” Verdrina said, smiling in return.

      Without another word, Ruethwyn hopped through the portal, internally marveling at how much easier it was to balance with both arms. She’d almost forgotten how different it was, at least until she’d been reborn. Even so, she yelped as Korima jumped through the portal right behind her, bumping into her as she was straightening and almost knocking her over.

      “Korima, watch it!” Ruethwyn exclaimed.

      The kitsune gave Ruethwyn a look and sniffed, then made her opinion known by solidly thwapping her with her large, powerful tail. That almost knocked Ruethwyn over again, and as she regained her balance the fox trotted off toward the edge of the clearing while Sella and Tadrick hopped through the portal.

      “Is Korima being difficult again?” Sella asked, glancing behind her as the portal faded away, leaving only the ice pillar to show where it’d been.

      “Again implies that she’s ever not difficult,” Ruethwyn retorted, sighing and looking around. For an instant, she hesitated, then she pulled out her compass. “No, no using magic to find where north is. Even if I can use magic more easily again, I shouldn’t waste mana.”

      “Is it really that big of a deal, Rue?” Tadrick asked, his eyebrows rising.

      “You have no idea. After a year of it being like pulling burning needles through my veins to cast spells, and it being slow and painful to even form them, comparatively, now it’s… it’s pure bliss by comparison. Mana flows smoothly and instantly at my whim, and it’d be so incredibly easy to use it for everything,” Ruethwyn explained, her voice longing as she examined the compass to figure out which way was north. Glancing in the direction, she oriented herself to face south and slipped the compass back into her pocket. “I’m trying to resist that temptation, since it’d be a waste of energy. A tiny part of me wanted to summon Zaria for the trip back, but that feels like it’d be disrespectful of her time.”

      “Ah, I can see that,” Sella said, smiling slowly as she began putting on her snowshoes. “I didn’t realize it felt that much better for you.”

      “There are no words to explain it,” Ruethwyn said simply, realizing a huge smile was on her face. After a moment, she murmured the words of a spell, reveling in the sensation of the mana flowing through her effortlessly and turning into her icewalking spell. She let out a sigh and smiled. “Shall we?”

      “May as well,” Tadrick said, fastening the last of the laces to his snowshoes and looking at Ruethwyn enviously. “This would be a lot easier if Sella and I could walk over the snow like you can.”

      “I may have more mana than before, but I don’t have that much. You’re going to have to deal with it,” Ruethwyn told him, then blinked as she heard an odd sound, and turned to see Korima.

      The kitsune was still in the shape of a fox, but from the looks of things, a snowbank had collapsed on her or she’d rolled in fresh powder, as she was liberally covered in snow. Ruethwyn giggled, and Tadrick chuckled softly a moment later.

      “I take it that’s a sign we’d best get going,” Sella said, her amusement apparent even if she didn’t laugh.

      The fox nodded, and Ruethwyn laughed again, then began stepping forward. At least she didn’t have to worry about the snow giving way beneath her.
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        * * *

      

      After a long day of walking peacefully over snowdrifts, Ruethwyn let out a soft breath of relief as she saw the end of the Frostglades. The mottled brown of mud through patches of snow slowly gave way to greenery and trees. Ruethwyn glanced back at the others and suppressed a sigh. They were slowly trudging through the snow, moving far more slowly than she did, save for Korima at least.

      Still, they’d made good time, considering how snowshoes slowed them down. Ruethwyn felt a bit guilty about almost being able to dance across the snow, but she didn’t let it get to her. After all, they’d chosen to follow her rather than being invited to come along.

      Ruethwyn didn’t hurry ahead though, pausing to wait for the others as she thought. She’d been trying to consider what she’d experienced through the portal in Imris’s domain for the last couple of days, but she hadn’t had an enormous amount of time to think about it. The trip had helped, but with the others around, she’d still had a fair number of interruptions.

      Closing her eyes, Ruethwyn reached inside herself, not reaching for her mana core this time. It was an odd sensation, but as her senses extended, she first found the cool, pulsing energy of her body. It was strange to think that she was part ice fey, but that had been part of the price she’d paid to regain a full body. Ruethwyn did wonder what weaknesses it might have given her, but she wasn’t going to worry about it. No, instead she was focused on her blood, and the fire smoldering within it, ready to ignite at any moment. It wasn’t wild, not anymore, but it was there. It was the remnants of Resvarygrath’s flames, and Ruethwyn couldn’t quite understand why it was still within her, even when she’d been reborn. After all, the nature of an ice fey was opposed to fire, which made it even more puzzling.

      “She must have had her reasons,” Ruethwyn murmured, opening her eyes again as she thought about the goddess. Perhaps Ruethwyn wasn’t the most fervent believer in the gods, but she was truly grateful for what she’d received, even if the tests had been harsh. Shrugging, she let out a sigh, adding softly, “At least I overcame my fear of fire.”

      Noting that the others had gotten close, she headed for the edge of the Frostglades again, her pace a bit more sedate. As she did so, she saw movement along the edge of the forest, and her lips pursed as she recognized the man who stepped out of the trees, a half dozen men-at-arms behind him.

      Sir Barton Vintas was a distinctive man, at least to Ruethwyn. Sella’s father didn’t look terribly happy, but she couldn’t really blame him, since he was probably upset that Sella had followed her.

      Glancing back at the others, Ruethwyn let out a soft breath and decided to go ahead and try to defuse things as much as she could. Korima might be able to join her sooner, but who knew for certain?

      Instead, she walked across the top of the snow until she was able to step into the first tuft of grass in front of her. The sensation was… strange, to say the least. Ruethwyn could feel the mana shift as she left the Frostglades.

      “Hail, who goes there?” Barton called out, his tone slightly wary, yet polite at the same time. Ruethwyn blinked in surprise, then smiled.

      “Ah, of course you don’t recognize me. I’ve changed quite a bit, haven’t I?” Ruethwyn said, smiling back at him, and noticing that the soldiers looked somewhat fascinated. After a moment, she continued. “It’s me, Sir Vintas. Ruethwyn Sylaris. I’m afraid that getting help required somewhat more drastic changes than I’d anticipated.”

      “Ruethwyn? That… are you joking with me?” Barton asked, wariness turning to shock, then incredulity.

      “Of course not. I’m afraid that I found out that Korima, Sella, and Tadrick were chasing me a touch too late to do anything about it. Fortunately, they came out fine in the end, but it was a near thing for a while there,” Ruethwyn said, shrugging helplessly.

      “She’s telling the truth, Mister Vintas,” Korima spoke up, suddenly appearing next to Ruethwyn as she returned to her human-like form. “Yay, solid ground! I was getting sick of having to hop all the time.”

      “Ah, Miss Korima. This truly is Ruethwyn, then?” Barton asked, relaxing slightly more, though his eyebrows were furrowed. “It’s a little hard to believe.”

      “Yep! To fix everything required essentially reincarnating Ruethwyn entirely, though her face is pretty much the same. Mostly it’s just that her hair and skin changed, not the rest of her. At least, as far as I can tell,” Korima explained, then her smile faded as she added, “I will say, I wish we’d planned following her better. Sella might’ve made it out okay in the end, but Tadrick and I were in a bad place.”

      Barton scowled, glaring at Korima for a long moment, only to have her look at him pitifully. Ruethwyn was amused to see the kitsune use that look on someone other than her, and she could tell it was having an effect on the man, as whatever he was going to say didn’t quite come out. It took a few moments before he spoke, obviously trying to sound harsh, but not quite succeeding.

      “Well, that’s why I told you not to go in there without thinking! I thought only Ruethwyn was going, but at least she had a better idea of what she was getting into. What was going through Sella’s head, or the rest of you, is beyond me,” Barton said, looking past Ruethwyn with a scowl.

      She followed his gaze to where Sella and Tadrick were almost out of the snow, and as she looked, Barton hesitated, then asked. “They’re really alright, though?”

      “Yes. While it was a little close with Tadrick, Sella was going to be trapped there for a few months at worst. Korima was the one who nearly froze to death,” Ruethwyn said simply, looking at her friends. “I can’t believe they followed me to begin with.”

      “I can. Damn it, Sella never seems to listen,” Barton said, seeming to deflate slightly as he looked at Korima and asked. “Nearly froze, huh? I thought we warned you about that.”

      Korima flushed, shifting in place as she looked at Ruethwyn plaintively. “I thought we could keep that to ourselves.”

      “You may have thought that, but I don’t agree. If I get the chance, I’m telling your mother, too,” Ruethwyn replied, her voice level as she could keep it. Her amusement grew as Korima’s ears wilted.

      “Oh, drat,” the kitsune murmured.

      Fortunately, at that point Sella and Tadrick got close enough to talk, and as they slowed, Sella called out. “Oh, um… hi, Dad.”

      “Hello to you, too,” Barton said levelly, his arms crossed.

      Sella seemed to hesitate, then said, “I’m in for a lecture, aren’t I.”

      “Not from me,” Barton said, and for a moment Ruethwyn could see Sella relax, only to stiffen as he continued. “Your mother may have other plans. Jepharrine also heard, so I’m curious if she’s going to have any words for you as well. You did disappear without telling anyone, after all.”

      “Uh-oh,” Sella said, swallowing hard. Tadrick simply looked somewhat pale by comparison, and Ruethwyn suspected he was keeping quiet in the hopes of being overlooked.

      “Well, this should be entertaining. Shall we head back to Waterstone? At least we can start getting people’s punishment dealt with,” Ruethwyn suggested, smiling slightly at her friends as she added, “I told you that it was a bad idea to follow me.”

      “Maybe, but I think it was worth it,” Korima replied, sniffing loudly. “After all, when else was I going to get the chance to see a fair folk city?”

      Barton sighed and shook his head, then spoke in resignation. “Come on, let’s go. Time to face the music, all of you. Except maybe Ruethwyn, if it really isn’t her fault.”
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