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      “There’s one good thing which came out of being abducted by the church of Larimos, I suppose,” Ruethwyn mused, looking out the window of the stagecoach as they left Leventen.

      Despite having rested for three days, Ruethwyn was still fatigued, at least somewhat. She’d known the power which she’d possessed when channeling a possible future version of herself was potent, but she hadn’t expected it to take so much out of her. If she’d been forced to fight at some point during the past few days, she wouldn’t have done well. Not even after she’d regained consciousness.

      “A fair amount of money, we slept together, you scared the ever-living hells out of the evil leader of Palto and crushed a quarter of their high temple, we shattered two massive ritual sites, no, three of them, and you gained some confidence. I think that’s six or seven good things!” Korima contradicted cheerfully, the redhead kitsune’s ears perked up.

      “Not to mention learning about Aislin,” Sella chimed in politely, brushing back a braid. While they’d been resting, she’d convinced Ruethwyn to use her magic to style her dark brown hair into a series of cornrows, which suited her surprisingly well. Sella’s blue eyes weren’t nearly as haunted, or angry, as they had been, which relieved Ruethwyn. Even if Ruethwyn glared at the two.

      “Okay, fine. At least there were a number of benefits which came from it,” Ruethwyn said, shaking her head in disgust. “The one I was thinking of was that, despite having to stop and rest, it’s cut a significant amount of time from our trip.”

      “True,” Tadrick agreed, nodding happily. “It’s only been ten days since we left Selwyn, after all.”

      “Which is to say, it hasn’t saved much time after all,” Essryl said, sitting back in her chair as she examined her fingernails casually, her hair back to normal after having it burned away during the fight with Aster the previous week. The half-demon dark elf had skin as black as night, purple eyes with a vertically slit pupil, and a long, mobile tail which was lashing slowly beside her. “If Rue hadn’t been incapacitated for several days, it would have, but as it stands, I expect we’re on approximately the same schedule as we were previously. However, we’ve likely saved all the mana we’d have required to use the teleportation network.”

      “That’s… maybe?” Ruethwyn said hesitantly, pausing as she tried to remember their original schedule. The events of the past week had completely driven the itinerary out of her mind. It was rather frustrating, in fact, since she’d spent a lot of time working out the route, and now they were in a completely different region. “I’ll have to take a look at my notes when we have time. I think we’re going to have to adjust anyway. I didn’t do any research on routes from Deveran to the coast.”

      She glanced out the window as she spoke, examining Leventen in bemusement, not entirely sure what to make of the small city. Or was it a town? It was hard for her to tell, with how different the architecture was from what she’d experienced. It didn’t help that it seemed Leventen was primarily a fortress city which supported the conflict between the Gray March and Palto.

      Ruethwyn could see the tall, sturdy stone walls which surrounded the city, but she hadn’t seen the exterior yet. From what the others had told her, the locals had used magic to make them incredibly smooth and difficult to climb, particularly for the creatures which came from Palto. Building corners were primarily squared off, reminding her of the pictures of dwarven architecture, but… somehow, it didn’t have the same blocky, angular aspects of those structures. It was hard for her to decide what to make of them.

      As for the buildings, Ruethwyn found them an odd mix. There were broad windows and rectangular, whitewashed buildings, but with elegantly angled tile roofs. The interior of the ones she’d seen tended to have open floorplans, with intricately carved pillars providing support in critical places. It wouldn’t work in Selwyn, it’d be too hard to heat the rooms unless you used enchantments to counteract the chill, but for the environment here, she imagined it would work rather well. She’d heard winters were far milder south of Palto, assuming no ice storms rolled off the Silvermounts.

      The brick-paved streets were broad, well-suited for allowing columns of soldiers or a multitude of wagons to pass through. Then there were the people. Almost all the ones she saw were human, though a few other species could be seen here and there, and most people were armed. The number of smithies astounded her, but… she’d also never lived on an active war front.

      “I don’t believe it matters, much. Our plans went awry through no fault of our own, and the timeline hasn’t fallen so far off-course we can’t reach Corval as planned,” Anara said calmly, the blonde looking comparatively serene as she looked out the window, a slight smile on her face. She paused for a few moments before asking. “May I ask if anyone has heard what was going on with the phoenix which flew overhead?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Ruethwyn said, shaking her head slowly, curling a lock of her flower-red hair around a finger nervously. “Since I was mostly in bed or at the inn, I didn’t have much chance to ask around, and most of the people who approached me had ulterior motives.”

      “At least you’re getting better at telling people no,” Korima said helpfully, grinning, then shook her head. “And nope! Not a clue. Lots of people have theories, but nothing sounded realistic to me. One person said that it was a sign the gods supported the local orders against Palto.”

      “That… I’m pretty sure that’s not the case,” Ruethwyn said hesitantly. “Luminous reacted to it. She said something about the queen being reborn, or something similar. I don’t know anything more.”

      “Ah. That might make some sense of what I was hearing,” Essryl said thoughtfully, tapping her upper lip slowly as she smirked. “I decided to meet with some of the local priesthood, and they weren’t terribly helpful. I think I made them nervous, for some strange reason. Regardless, they didn’t have any firm information, but indicated it was either the agent of another deity, or a deity itself who was re-ascending to the heavens. It’s causing quite a furor among their churches, more than our little contribution to Palto’s disarray has. At least at present, but I doubt word has spread far regarding what we did.”

      “In part because you wouldn’t let us tell them!” Korima said, her tail bristling slightly as she glared at Essryl.

      “Rue didn’t need additional stress while recovering. I informed the people who needed to know, including the local representative of the Countess. He agreed to keep it quiet, though he was sending word to Deveran. I expect we’ll have questions awaiting us when we reach the city, or will shortly after our arrival,” Essryl said with a lazy smile. “We’ll need to discuss whether we let word get out, but unless you share the memory crystal, I doubt many people will believe us, and if you do, we’ll likely garner more attention than Rue’s comfortable with.”

      “You mean any?” Sella asked, arching an eyebrow skeptically.

      Everyone laughed at that, even Ruethwyn. She mostly chuckled to herself as she sat back in her seat and tried to rest. She doubted she’d manage it, but she’d do the best she could.

      Instead, she looked out the window as they emerged from the gates of Leventen, and saw the broad, reasonably smooth road heading south toward Deveran, away from Palto. It amazed her that they’d built a road like that all the way to what was practically the front door of one of their mortal enemies, and it gave credence to the books which talked about Rantoran’s extensive road network.

      She hoped they’d reach Deveran without being interrupted. Thank goodness the trip was supposed to take less than a day.
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      “How certain are we of this information?” Countess Iana Cavere asked, looking at Layla Fitzgerald and Kalvin Strongarm calmly. Sheldon Baras was also present, but the Imperial Knight was staying out of the conversation, simply listening.

      “I’d trust Baron Leventen with my life, or yours, My Lady. If he says he received this information from an Illisyr, I believe him,” Kalvin said bluntly. While he possessed a powerful build, age had obviously weakened the paladin, as his face was lined from more than scars and his hair was more gray than brown. He had a grimly pleased expression on his face as he continued. “Furthermore, I had seers of Lord Valen attempt to scry the temple, and one managed to slip through their wards. A quarter of it has collapsed, just as she claimed.”

      Layla nodded, the brunette’s brow furrowed with a hint of concern and her brown eyes narrowed. After a moment Iana’s personal knight spoke.

      “While I’ve not received the same confirmation as Ser Kalvin, the information I’ve seen indicates it’s likely. The group which entered Leventen was apparently led by an Illisyr named Essryl, and those who saw her indicated she appears to be exceptionally skilled. However, I’m wary of her as she appears to have demonic heritage. Furthermore, none of the group are individuals we’ve seen or heard of before, though their accents indicate they’re likely from north of Palto, as they claim,” Layla said in a calm, strong voice. “Based on the reports, they only remained in Leventen to allow one of their number, a part-fey woman by the name of… Ru… I’m not certain how to pronounce her name. Regardless, she was extremely fatigued by their escape and needed time to recover. They’re presently traveling to Deveran. I expect their arrival this afternoon.”

      “Demon-blooded?” Iana asked sharply, straightening as worry spiked within her. “I’d not heard this previously.”

      “If I may, Your Ladyship?” Sheldon interjected softly, drawing Iana’s gaze.

      Iana paused, calming herself, then nodded, waving the brown-haired man to speak. “Go ahead, Ser Baras.”

      “When initial reports regarding the Illisyr in question came in, I sent a report to my superiors in the capital, inquiring if the Princess Consort had any information she might be willing to provide,” Sheldon said courteously, inclining his head. Iana’s spine stiffened, since from everything she’d heard, the Princess Consort was royalty even among the Illisyr. “While she does not know this Essryl personally, she has heard of her. Essryl is of the Shadowfire clan, a less… xenophobic branch of the Demonclaw clan. Furthermore, and the reason why Her Highness has heard of her, Essryl is a Shaper of the clan. I respectfully request you not antagonize her.”

      Layla inhaled sharply, her eyes widening. Iana reached up and pinched the bridge of her nose, trying to decide how to react.

      Illisyr Shapers were… not common, to say the least. No, that wasn’t entirely true. There were shapers and Shapers, which while they were the same word in other languages, the two were completely different in the Illisyr tongue. The caste known as shapers were essentially the artisans, magi, and priesthood of the Illisyr clans, and while respected were only one of the three castes. Shapers, as individuals, were those who could use the Illisyr’s secretive art of shaping and molding the body, and were capable of things which most other species would view as miracles. They were often among the most powerful, dangerous, respected members of an Illisyr clan, and disrespecting one was a good way to make enemies of all Illisyr in your region.

      “I had no intention of antagonizing her, though this information reaffirms my inclination. Thank you, Ser,” Iana said mildly, inclining her head. Hiding her newfound anxiety, she turned to the others and asked, “Were either of you aware this Essryl was a Shaper?”

      “Not a damned clue,” Kalvin replied instantly, his eyes marginally wider. “What in the black hells is a Shaper doing this far from their clan? I thought they rarely went out!”

      “Nor did I, My Lady,” Layla said, inhaling slowly. “If I’d been aware, I’d have informed you immediately. Such is unexpected.”

      “Quite,” Iana said, clasping her hands behind her back as she considered. Then she let out a sigh as she looked at Layla. “Please attempt to arrange a meeting with this Shaper once she’s arrived. Now. As this appears it may be even more important of an incident than I’d previously believed, give me an overview of the individuals in the group.”

      “As you wish, My Lady,” Layla said with a salute, and turned to a previous page. “I should note that we don’t currently know any of their surnames. Aside from Essryl, the first listed is an elven woman named Anara. She’s a blonde, and appears to be from…”

      Iana listened closely, her gaze focused as she did her best to absorb the information. While she didn’t know why this group had arrived in the Gray March, she wasn’t going to be caught unprepared if she had any say in the matter.
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      Coming into sight of Deveran showed Ruethwyn just how much she didn’t know of the outside world. Of the assumptions she made about other species, and what a city would look like. The road curved, following the river which flowed through the city, and gave her a couple of minutes to gawk at the city ahead of them.

      White towers extended above the mighty walls surrounding the city, containing glittering brass bells which sparkled in the afternoon sun. The walls were so smooth that one might be blinded if they looked at them at the wrong time of day, at least on the other sides of the city rather than the north. Verdant farmland surrounded it, with numerous canals providing water from the river, most of them wide enough to allow smaller barges to travel through them. The farmland had replaced all the forests and glades she’d expect around an elven city, but that wasn’t to say there wasn’t wildlife or nature. A vast park seemed to surround a hill near the very core of the city, though she could barely catch glimpses of it, along with a third of the city being on the other side of the river.

      Most of the buildings she could see were of similar design to those in Leventen, but there were so many more. Smoke steadily rose from one section on this side of the river, with the walls blocking line of sight to tell where it came from, but the sheer size… it was bigger than Tyrness, which was stunning beyond belief when she realized she could see three walls forming rings deeper in the city. They’d walled off an enormous amount of land, which required a mind-boggling amount of effort in her mind, especially given the short lives humans tended to live.

      Numerous barges were traveling up and down the river, as well as smaller vessels, making it far more crowded than any river Ruethwyn had seen before. Then again, she’d never been near a river which was considered navigable by ships. She didn’t consider a barge a ship, personally. The Silver River was much wider than any river she’d seen before, with several bridges arched high above it to allow vessels to pass beneath them.

      “Shifter’s breath. That’s… a big city,” Tadrick said, his eyes wider than normal as the carriage turned so they couldn’t see Deveran directly anymore. “I mean, I knew it was big, but that big?”

      “Non-elven cities tend to grow much larger, and Selwyn isn’t precisely a large nation. I’ve seen some Kortak cities which are larger than this one, and rival even the dwarves for the  sheer, monumental hubris of their architecture,” Essryl said, smiling for a moment as she thought. Then she laughed, murmuring. “Though perhaps calling it hubris is a touch hypocritical, given what we Illisyr are known to do.”

      “Ooh, you’ve been to one of their cities?” Korima asked excitedly, her attention snapping to Essryl, before her excitement died down as she seemed to remember her one-sided rivalry with the Illisyr. That didn’t stop her from following up. “Aren’t they mostly up north?”

      Essryl didn’t seem to care, which was typical of her. She nodded.

      “Primarily, yes. I’ve heard they have other enclaves, but as their bloodline’s thinned, they’ve become less visible in the world at large. That said, the Shadowfire clan hails from a branch of the Thorned Wood near some of their enclaves, so I visited once for a tournament when I was younger,” Essryl said, smiling a bit more as she added. “They surprised me. Some of those participating were competent.”

      Ruethwyn’s eyebrows shot up, since that was high praise from Essryl. At least in her experience, as few of the teachers at Tyrness Academy had received that evaluation. Only… six or seven of them that she could recall, in fact.

      “You won, then?” Sella asked, tilting her head curiously.

      “No. I was disqualified after another visiting contestant decided to thin the field of opposition by assassinating me, and I returned the favor,” Essryl said dryly. “As I couldn’t prove that he’d started it, we were both disqualified. One for being dead, and me for killing him. It was quite irritating.”

      “I… someone thought they could assassinate you?” Ruethwyn demanded, looking at Anara in disbelief. The blonde looked as incredulous as Ruethwyn felt, and Tadrick scoffed.

      “I was younger, more inexperienced, and he made a few preparations which might have worked against most Illisyr,” Essryl said with a shrug. “It was a difficult fight, but I proved superior. It’s just as well, I expect I would’ve lost to the eventual champion unless he’d blindfolded himself and tied an arm behind his back.”

      Ruethwyn’s jaw worked, unable to imagine someone being that skilled. After a few seconds she gave up, sitting back in her seat tiredly.

      “A reminder that there’s always someone better,” Tadrick muttered.

      “Quite. Personally, I can’t imagine someone being more powerful than Jacqueline Heartreaver, but it’s possible I’m wrong,” Essryl said, her tone musing as she sat back and smiled. “Now, on to more pleasant subjects. How’re you feeling, Rue?”

      Ruethwyn blinked, considering, then admitted the truth.

      “A bit tired, but that’s all. I’m just… not completely well, after what I did,” she said, shrugging. “I wish it surprised me, but I think I’ll be back to normal in the next couple of days. I think I can handle stagecoaches, at least.”

      “No,” Essryl said flatly.

      Ruethwyn blinked and opened her mouth to protest, only for Essryl to continue.

      “I said no. We aren’t on a strict schedule, and you’re not completely well. Beyond which, I have three other motives,” Essryl said, gesturing at the section of the city across the river. “For one, I believe you’d enjoy a day or two to explore the city. It’s someplace new, and you wished to see the world. So see it, don’t simply pass it by. Also, it’s entirely likely we’ll be invited to speak with people of import, which will slow us down. Finally, you owe me a date. I’m not complaining about your decision where Korima is concerned, but I won’t budge on this.”

      Ruethwyn blushed, clearing her throat. Then she responded in the only way she could.

      “Alright,” she acquiesced, even as Korima bristled and the others laughed.
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      They ended up at a nicer inn than Ruethwyn had intended. That was mostly because Essryl had apparently given different instructions to the driver of their carriage after debarking the stagecoach, and the man had taken them to someplace much, much nicer.

      The Crown Jewel was a large, luxurious inn, the sort which foreign dignitaries might stay in when visiting the city. It was also in the Noble District, which was surprisingly open and had numerous parks compared to the rest of the crowded city. Ruethwyn had tried to protest when Essryl helped her out of the carriage, but the Illisyr was having none of that. She’d simply stated she was taking care of the payment, and that was that.

      Ruethwyn couldn’t say that she was displeased with the accommodations when it came down to it. The room was expansive, with an enclosed balcony which gave a view of the hill she’d seen from a distance. The bed was large and comfortable, and there was even magically running water, allowing the tub in the washroom to be used with far more ease than she would’ve expected, and the magical lighting was nice as well.

      As for the hill… Ruethwyn wasn’t entirely certain what to make of it. Now that she was closer, she was able to make out a structure atop the hill, which had a much flatter top than she would’ve expected, as though it should’ve been significantly taller, and multiple staircases led to the summit which she’d seen people climbing. From the balcony, she’d seen what looked like a wide road or trail which circled what almost looked like a carefully manicured park, complete with groves of trees, many of them types which would bear fruit. A significant number of people could be seen slowly walking along the path, which puzzled Ruethwyn, since there didn’t seem to be much bordering the path.

      A knock at the door distracted her, and Ruethwyn turned away, stepping inside and closing the balcony door as she called out. “Yes?”

      She took care to lock the door behind her, the magic reinforcing it helping her feel better. The inn seemed like it took security seriously.

      “It’s me, Rue,” Sella replied from the other side of the door. Ruethwyn’s eyes narrowed as she heard the note of anxiety in Sella’s voice. “There’s two messengers here for us, and… well, you’ll want to hear in person.”

      Pausing, Ruethwyn looked at the ceiling and closed her eyes, counting upward for a few seconds to calm herself. Why? Why was her trip becoming so complicated? She just wanted to go on a trip where no one knew her! Regardless of her preferences, the world seemed to have other opinions.

      Opening her eyes, she was about to unlatch the door when Ruethwyn paused, then cautiously cast a spell to detect magic. The spell’s effect was mitigated by the wards around the room, but she relaxed as she recognized Sella’s combination of personal spells and items on the other side. While it was possible an impostor could’ve copied the number of auras and general feel of the magic, it was unlikely. Ruethwyn was trying to be more cautious since they’d been abducted in the town of Grant.

      She unlocked and opened the door to find Sella waiting on the other side, nervously toying with a braid. That didn’t bode well, considering Sella’s usual calm.

      “Bad, I take it?” Ruethwyn asked, eying the twirling braid.

      “I’m… not sure?” Sella said questioningly, biting her lower lip nervously, then shook her head. “Yeah, I don’t know. Essryl’s waiting for us, so we can hear for ourselves.”

      “Where is she?” Ruethwyn asked, but internally she sent a thread of mana to her shielding ring and other items to ensure she wouldn’t be taken off-guard if there was another attack. She might be tired, but she’d recovered all her mana a while back, so she wasn’t defenseless.

      Her question seemed to startle Sella out of her fretting, and the brunette blushed, dropping her braid.

      “Oh! There’s a conference room on this floor near the staircase,” Sella explained quickly, gesturing down the hall. “Everyone else is already there.”

      “Alright,” Ruethwyn said, her worries easing slightly. “If you’d lead the way? Since you know where it is.”

      “Sure!” Sella said, flashing a tight smile, then turned down the hallway, her steps virtually silent due to the carpeting. It was an absurd expense for a hallway, in Ruethwyn’s mind, but it made the inn significantly quieter.

      The whitewashed walls were also painted with colorful murals depicting parts of the city, which was a touch Ruethwyn hadn’t expected, and she wanted to pause and study them more. Fortunately, she could do that later.

      They quickly reached a pair of double doors near the polished bannisters of the stairwell, and Sella paused, inhaling slightly before she opened the door for Ruethwyn. Entering the room, Ruethwyn immediately paused as she felt the tension filling the air.

      Her friends weren’t equipped for battle, but that wasn’t as apparent, given how stiff they were. Tadrick had a hand on the hilt of his sword, Korima’s ears were perked and her tail was bushier than normal, and Anara had the latent tension of someone ready to move at any moment. Only Essryl looked relaxed, and almost amused as she examined their two guests, neither of which looked like they were much happier than Ruethwyn’s friends as they stared at each other suspiciously.

      The representative of the local government was apparent. The woman was in a yellow and white uniform with a cap, and had the same coat of arms they’d seen at the gate embroidered on a lapel. The brunette’s light brown eyes were hard as she glared at the other guest, but despite that she managed an air of professionalism. An air which somewhat cracked whenever the other gave her a knowing, if cautious, smirk.

      That messenger was from Palto. There was no doubting that in Ruethwyn’s mind after a single look at her. A pair of delicate white horns rose from the beautiful woman’s forehead, the horns swept back to prevent them from getting in the way, while her hair was red as freshly spilled blood. Her eyes were similarly colored, and a tail like Essryl’s swayed behind her back. Her skin tone was almost unnaturally pink, she had long white fingernails, and her lips were painted red. The woman’s clothing was red, as was typical for Palto, but she wore a halter top, leather jacket, trousers, and boots, with a pin on her jacket showing a variation on Palto’s national seal with a scroll over it. Ruethwyn assumed that indicated she was a messenger, diplomatic staff, or the like, but she couldn’t help tensing.

      “I’m glad you could join us, Rue,” Essryl said casually, gesturing Ruethwyn forward as she spoke. “We have two messengers who’ve come to see us. One is from the Countess of the Gray March, while the other bears a message from Palto’s ambassador, Ivere the Pale. The former is primarily for me, while the latter is for you. I believed we should handle yours first.”

      “Ah. I believe I understand,” Ruethwyn said coolly, tempted to summon one of her elementals, but she decided to refrain.

      While the messenger was looking at her speculatively, she caught the nervous twitch of the woman’s gaze, the hint of worry in her eyes… and she could see that, while the woman was graceful, she wasn’t as well-trained in combat as even Ruethwyn was. She definitely didn’t possess much magic to compensate, either.

      Sella closed the door as Ruethwyn took a seat beside Essryl, where she thought it was safer. Only then did Ruethwyn look at the vaguely demonic, attractive woman from Palto.

      “What’s your message?” Ruethwyn asked calmly, looking into the woman’s eyes. “I believe my last interaction with Palto made my feelings clear.”

      “Believe me, Miss Sylaris, I’ve been assured you’ve done so,” the woman said in a warm, melodious voice as she bowed gracefully. “I’m here on behalf of the Ambassador to request a meeting in a neutral location at a time of your choosing. She wishes to pass along a message from the Crimson Mother, one which you will find of interest. I was told to say the following. She has taken the warning she was given in the spirit you intended.”

      Ruethwyn blinked, not having expected that response. Furthermore, it only took her a moment to place which warning the woman was speaking of. It also caused her to frown, debating briefly. She noted the Countess’ messenger twitching at the statement, and half-wished Essryl hadn’t kept both in the same room. It was too late to do anything about that, though.

      Considering briefly, Ruethwyn looked at Essryl and tilted her head curiously.

      “Your thoughts?” Ruethwyn asked politely as uncertainty rippled through her. “I’m afraid you have more experience with groups like this than I do.”

      Essryl laughed, her teeth sparkling as she grinned.

      “Oh, Rue… you should know better than to ask me that,” the Illisyr chided, her tail swaying in a languid, deadly manner. “Are they trustworthy? Of course not. But, and I say this in the kindest possible way… you instilled the fear of you in them. Listen to them or ignore them. It’s your choice. Either way, they’re a whetstone which has helped you grow, and possibly will in the future.”

      That caused the other messenger’s eyes to widen a bit more, and Korima snickered behind Ruethwyn. She just rolled her eyes internally, wondering why she’d expected anything more from Essryl.

      Probably because Essryl had been extremely helpful and focused on keeping them alive while they were inside Palto, come to think of it. Now that they weren’t, she was back to allowing Ruethwyn to make mistakes and would only pull her out of the fire if she thought they might die from it.

      “Fine. I’ll have to find an appropriate location before leaving the city, and one which isn’t decided in front of either of you,” Ruethwyn said, straightening more as she looked between the messengers, then at the demonic woman. “I’ll send a message when I’ve decided on a location and time.”

      “Excellent, I’ll pass your words along verbatim, Miss Sylaris,” the woman said, giving another deep bow. When Ruethwyn didn’t say anything more, she quickly left the room, causing the tension in the room to almost visibly ease.

      “A word of warning for you. Irene is well-known for pushing the limits of her status as an ambassador, so it’s advised to be wary,” the other messenger said at last, her voice calm and collected.

      “Oh, we’re quite well-aware of that,” Essryl said, turning her gaze on the woman. “Now, I need to make plans, so I’d like this done. What’s your message?”

      “As you desire,” the woman said, taking a couple of graceful steps closer as she pulled out a sealed letter with white-gloved hands. She extended the letter to Essryl with a respectful bow. “I bring this invitation on behalf of Countess Iana Cavere, Blessed Ruler of the Gray March. She wishes to invite you, and whichever of your companions you desire, to a private meeting, Essryl, Shaper of the Shadowfire clan. I’ve been asked to wait for your reply.”

      Ruethwyn stared at her, slightly taken aback by the request. She’d heard a few things about other nations, of course. She’d read plenty of books which involved them, but she hadn’t gone into too much depth on their governments. She’d honestly hoped to avoid dealing with them as much as possible.

      Fortunately, in this case it was Essryl having to deal with them, not Ruethwyn. Though given the way the woman was glancing at Ruethwyn, she wasn’t sure that would continue to be the case.

      “I expected as much, after my discussion with the Baron in Leventen,” Essryl said calmly, sitting back in her chair as she studied the messenger thoughtfully. After a moment she took the letter, examining the seal critically. Then she set it in front of Ruethwyn, her voice calm. “Examine the seal and determine whether you believe it holds any dangers, Rue.”

      Ruethwyn blinked, then picked up the letter, examining it critically, ignoring the way the messenger stiffened. She was careful to hold the envelope by the edges but examined it carefully with all her senses.

      The letter was simple enough. The envelope was fine, cream-colored paper, the sort which magi favored for spellbooks, or the wealthy would use, not for commoners. There wasn’t any magic imbued into the paper itself, but there were two auras involved in the letter as a whole. One aura was inside the paper, and used… the earth sphere? No, the metal sphere with a hint of light, she decided. It struck her as similar to the magics she’d seen which created verifiable symbols on a page, with a unique aura for the seal in question. The other was on the wax seal, which was simple red wax, but it’d been imbued with a spell by some other item. That was composed of the air and earth spheres, and after a moment she nodded, recognizing it as a spell which would send a notification when the seal was broken. She didn’t stop there, though, peering at the seal carefully, then nodded in satisfaction.

      “I see no indications of any needles hidden in the wax, and it’s too thin where the seal was embossed to easily hide them. Not impossible, but unlikely. I can’t sense crystal, stone, or metal inside it. The wax has been enchanted with a spell which will notify someone when it’s been broken. There’s another spell inside which I’m not entirely certain of, but seems harmless. An identifiable magical rune, perhaps? It appears completely static. The paper doesn’t appear to contain magic or other hazards, but is of fine quality,” Ruethwyn said, keeping her voice calm and clear as she set the letter down in front of Essryl. “I don’t see any dangers.”

      “You shouldn’t have touched it without checking the paper first, even if I did,” Essryl chided, clicking her tongue softly. “I’m far more resilient to poisons than you are, Rue, and it was delivered by someone wearing gloves. You should also look for discoloration in the paper, indicating it might contain a contact poison. This one did not, but it’s good for you to learn caution. Otherwise, excellent summary.”

      Ruethwyn blushed, and the messenger seemed to relax marginally, likely realizing Essryl hadn’t been deliberately insulting her employer, just testing her student.

      “Alright. I’d probably have been more cautious if the Ambassador had sent a letter, but… that’s your point, isn’t it? I should check all of them,” Ruethwyn said, realization dawning on her.

      “Precisely,” Essryl agreed, and used a dagger to break the seal as she added. “As for needles, that’s why I never use my fingers to open a letter. Now, let me see how much flowery, pointless language I’m forced to wade through.”

      Ruethwyn resisted the urge to smile as she saw the length of the letter which Essryl had opened, all in elegant handwriting. It was written in Kaliph, the common tongue, with… yes, that was a magical seal of a noble house at the bottom. It took Essryl a minute to work her way through it, with a profound look of boredom on her face, then she sighed.

      “Truly, ten words when two would do,” Essryl said crisply, giving the messenger a flat glare. “Let me put this simply and bluntly. I will meet with your Countess, but only if she does not waste my time. She’s less important to me than my trip or my student, Ruethwyn Sylaris. I will allow one hour of time, including however long it takes to travel to the meeting point, an hour after dawn tomorrow to meet with her. If she doesn’t find that acceptable, there’s no need to meet.”

      If the messenger had any less discipline, Ruethwyn suspected she’d be having a fit of apoplexy at the blatant disregard in Essryl’s tone. Instead, her lips merely twitched before she bowed respectfully.

      “As you wish, Shaper. I’ll convey your response posthaste, that My Lady can make a decision,” the woman said, and quickly departed.

      Ruethwyn waited until she was certain the woman was gone, then turned to Essryl and asked. “Was it necessary to antagonize the ruler of the region we’re in?”

      “No. But it was satisfying,” Essryl said, giving a slight smile. “Beyond that, she was making a request of me as a Shaper of the Shadowfire clan. If I did anything less, it would be allowing outsiders to make demands of an Illisyr of the highest rank. I acted entirely appropriately, given the circumstances. Now, who wishes to accompany me when this countess decides she wishes to meet me?”

      “Why are you so sure she’ll want to meet you after that?” Tadrick asked, frowning skeptically. “For that matter… I knew Shapers were important among the Illisyr, but are they that important?”

      “Yes, on both aspects. To put it bluntly, each clan is effectively a small nation unto itself. I would give my clan good odds of defeating Ovara in an open war, should we decide to do so, and mine is a small clan,” Essryl said, waving a hand at the letter idly. “Beyond that, Shapers are, as a whole, second only to the clan’s matriarch. If we feel it necessary, we can overrule the matriarch and caste leaders, but such is not done lightly. Consider us a… royal council, if you will, with the ability to overrule the queen and her dukes. There isn’t an equivalent station among other nations which I’m aware of, but we’re important. Acting as less than we are would lead to foolishness. Someone would disrespect us or attempt to capture us, and the Illisyr would be forced to raze a nation to the ground. This is easier.”

      Tadrick flinched, while Ruethwyn… she thought while Essryl was explaining. She hadn’t known the full implications, but she’d known Essryl’s position before this, so it was almost a side note. When Essryl finished, she spoke softly.

      “I’ll stay here during the meeting. I don’t want to get involved in local politics. More involved, I should say,” Ruethwyn said.

      “I feel the same, Mistress,” Anara said quickly. “While I’ll attend if you believe it necessary, I’d rather not involve myself overly much. This strikes me as a situation which could bog us down for months if we allow it to.”

      “There’s no need to attend, and you’re entirely correct, it could bog us down if we allow it to,” Essryl agreed, turning her attention to those remaining.

      Tadrick considered for a few seconds, then shook head.

      “While I wouldn’t mind meeting the local nobility, it could be useful if I join the Guardians… I think the chances of you offending them and me getting tarred with the same brush are too high to risk it,” Tadrick said wryly. Everyone else laughed, including Essryl.

      “I want to go! I heard a few rumors about the Countess while we were in Leventen, and I want to see her so I can put images in my memory crystal,” Korima said at last, grinning and bouncing in her chair.

      “I’ll remain behind as well. I’ve a few ideas for the day, and don’t wish to be embroiled in politics,” Sella said quietly, her gaze drifting to Ruethwyn. “I’m more concerned that Palto’s ambassador is looking to meet with us.”

      “As am I,” Ruethwyn admitted, pausing for a few seconds before she sighed and admitted. “Though based on what the potential me said to them… I think they’re going to be trying to make amends, at least after a fashion. I’m hoping we can find out why they wanted me to begin with, but I’m not going to be stupid about it. If we can’t find a safe spot to meet, I’m not going to meet them.”

      “Good. You’re not an idiot,” Essryl said, then grinned, turning to Ruethwyn. “Now, since I’m going to be dealing with a good deal of foolishness, let’s focus on more important, pleasant subjects. What would you like to do tomorrow, Rue? Or would you like to leave it to me? I do have a good idea of what you find pleasant at this point.”

      Ruethwyn froze as everyone except Tadrick suddenly looked far too interested in her.

      She might have gained some confidence, but she didn’t enjoy being put on the spot like this.
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      Iana was annoyed. She tried to suppress her irritation, but there was only so much she could do when someone had been blatantly disrespectful. Unfortunately, while this Essryl’s response was rude, it was honestly less arrogant than the responses of many Illisyr she’d heard of. An Illisyr farmer had laughed at the invitation of Baron Firewalk, then ignored him.

      Besides, Tina had also brought back important information, and not simply that the Crimson Mother had personally directed Ambassador Ivere to meet with not Essryl, but the half-fey Ruethwyn. A young woman who was apparently Essryl’s student.

      The very idea of an Illisyr Shaper taking an elf, even a half-fey elf, as a student was shocking. Unthinkable, Iana would’ve said the previous day. Nonetheless, an Illisyr wouldn’t lie about something like that, which meant there was more to the young woman than Iana would’ve expected, especially if the message which Palto’s ruler had sent was so… conciliatory. With any luck, she could judge for herself come morning, since she’d be meeting with Essryl shortly after dawn.

      She didn’t like doing it, but to ensure she had more time to speak with the Shaper, Iana was going to be visiting the Crown Jewel in person. Fortunately, its security was good enough that Iana was comfortable visiting, even if she wasn’t pleased with the situation.

      “You’re certain the other… messenger was nervous when she spoke to the half-fey? She wasn’t afraid of the Illisyr?” Iana asked, her hands clasped in front of her as she looked at Tina.

      “Yes, My Lady,” Tina said, holding her hat to her chest as she stood at parade rest. She quickly elaborated. “While she also appeared nervous when in the presence of the Illisyr and her companions, it was almost completely imperceptible. However, as soon as Miss Sylaris entered the room, that changed. Her anxiety grew far more apparent, and she was exceptionally polite, even fearful. Also, I did not share one line which the Illisyr spoke after the other messenger departed. She stated, speaking of Miss Sylaris, ‘you put the fear of you in them.’ I believe this indicates that the half-fey had a far greater contribution to what occurred in Palto than may have been guessed.”

      Iana controlled herself at the new tidbit of information. Information which changed the situation still more. She wished, oh how she wished, she had more information on Selwyn. However, despite how close they were in absolute terms, it was a trip of weeks at a minimum to reach it safely, so she only had the vaguest of intelligence regarding them. Before this, she’d simply been thankful they were on poor terms with Palto.

      It wasn’t like Iana had the budget to station agents in Selwyn, anyway. While she might be the countess, in truth she held less power than the five churches in Deveran, with consequently less funding available to her.

      “I see. If that’s the case, please, recount their words as close to the original phrasing as you can manage. I’d prefer to ensure I have all the information before meeting with our guests,” Iana said, leaning forward marginally.

      “Yes, My Lady,” Tina said, bowing her head respectfully, then she began to speak once more.
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      “Truly? She didn’t strike you as powerful?” Ivere asked, her voice as lyrical and seductive as she looked herself over in the mirror, ensuring not a hair was out of place.

      “I wouldn’t say that, ma’am,” the messenger replied, her tail twitching nervously behind her, her gaze downcast. “She had an aura which felt appropriate for a fifth or sixth circle magi, and her movements were those of someone who’s trained for years. Unsurprisingly, if she’s the student of an Illisyr. However, while she could defeat me, even without magic, Ruethwyn didn’t feel like someone who could crush a quarter of the High Temple. Yet Mother said she did, so I must assume she’s hidden her power deeply.”

      “A possibility,” Ivere agreed, though she kept her thoughts to herself. It wouldn’t do to share too sensitive of information with someone who might not be able to keep it to themselves, not in such a… dangerous city for those of the faith. She paused, then asked. “Was there anything else, Simma?”

      “No, ma’am. She said she’d send a message when she came to a decision, nothing more,” the messenger said immediately, with another bow of her head.

      “Very good. Go ahead and run errands in the courtyard. I believe that delicious young knight who can’t keep his eyes off you is on duty outside… why don’t you torment his conscience more?” Ivere said, smiling at Simma warmly. “Whether you wish to play the part of being conflicted about the faith to tug at his heartstrings is entirely up to you.”

      The woman’s red eyes lit up, and Simma bowed, her tail swaying more languidly as she replied. “I’d rather tug on other parts of his anatomy, but one step at a time, ma’am. Thank you!”

      Ivere watched her go, then turned in place, arching an eyebrow at her bodyguard, Nierdax. The succubus was different from many of her kin. Most succubi were all soft curves which hovered on the border of being too much. Not all succubi, but most.

      Nierdax was sleek and compact, relatively speaking. Toned muscle rippled beneath her flawless, honey-bronze skin. She had plenty of curves, but they were more modest, and her eyes ash gray with tiny lines of orange riddling her irises like coals smoldering within. Her black hair perfectly suited her, though many people were surprised it was long, given her role as a martial artist. The gray-feathered wings on her back almost gave her the impression of a fallen angel, though the flesh-toned tail and black horns in a vaguely crown-shaped ring somewhat ruined the effect. Her blue clothing was tight-fitting, revealing her midriff, and diaphanous enough to give tantalizing glimpses of the skin beneath with additional layers in strategic locations to hide the parts she wanted hidden.

      The succubus was also very, very skilled, and was likely the only reason Ivere hadn’t had an ‘accident’ in the city in the five years she’d been Palto’s ambassador. As such, she was one of Ivere’s closest advisors.

      “Your thoughts?” Ivere asked at last.

      “I can’t guarantee your safety if you meet with the Illisyr and half-fey,” Nierdax replied without hesitation, meeting Ivere’s gaze as her fingers flexed. “Even the Illisyr would be a deadly threat. I should be able to hold her off for long enough to allow you to flee, but based on everything I’ve learned of her, that would be my limit. I’d also likely perish in the attempt. Possibly permanently. Sylaris, though? Even if her abilities at the temple were, as Mother indicated, fleeting in nature, she was able to devastate Blessed Aster’s company. Your ability to fight her is questionable at best.”

      “Of course. I’m no Blessed, at least not a true one,” Ivere agreed, flicking her hair back from her shoulder without taking offense. It’d been a sore point for a while, but as the Crimson Mother had said, Larimos didn’t solely need those who were skilled in battle. Those with keen minds and tongues were also important to the church, and that provided her a role to play. “However, I doubt they’d slay me during a meeting. Not given the message which I’m to pass along. If they were so inclined, they would’ve slain Mother as well, and from all reports, they had the opportunity to do so.”

      “While true, it’s my duty to take such possibilities into account,” Nierdax replied, focusing on Ivere. “There’s also the possibility of the Countess asking them for assistance in eliminating you.”

      Ivere laughed brightly, amusement rippling through her as she grinned.

      “You believe an Illisyr Shaper would think well of someone trying to hire her to kill a foe as weak as I am? Certainly not. Furthermore, from all reports, this Ruethwyn despises playing politics, so there’s little chance she could be hired to come after me,” Ivere explained, her smile widening. “Now, the rest of their group might feel otherwise, but would you truly be concerned about fighting the younger Daskar, Lightweaver, or Vintas?”

      Nierdax considered for a moment, then shook her head firmly. “If it were them… no, I wouldn’t be worried. It’s only the Illisyr and half-fey I’m wary of.”

      “As I thought,” Ivere murmured, smiling happily. “We’ll see what she decides on for the meeting. Worst case, she leaves without speaking to us.”

      As the succubus didn’t reply, Ivere turned back to her mirror to finish her preparations. She did find it amusing that Nierdax was treating both women like she would a full demon or fey, not speaking their names as though it might draw their attention. She truly couldn’t blame her… but for now, Ivere put them out of her mind. She had other guests to manipulate this evening.

      It was truly remarkable how many people were drawn to Ivere due to how her appearance mirrored that of Countess Cavere. And so very satisfying to see the impotent frustration in Iana’s gaze whenever they met.
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      It took all Korima’s focus to keep from bouncing restlessly as they waited for the Countess’ arrival. It didn’t help that she was with Essryl, who was… well, Korima had issues with the Illisyr of late. Not big ones, not after Korima and Rue had gotten to know one another while they were Aislin’s guests, but some issues.

      She was also nervous about the Illisyr’s date with Rue, if she was being blunt. That knowing smirk was worrying.

      For the moment, Essryl looked much the same as she usually did. Not quite the same, but mostly, as her eye color had shifted somewhat as the Illisyr had added flecks of blue to them for the moment, and she’d lengthened her hair to where it reached almost the middle of her thighs in a shimmering, inky-black wave. Instead of her armor, she was wearing her favorite corset and the long, leather pants she favored. Currently she was examining her fingernails critically.

      No, not examining, Korima realized a moment later. Essryl’s nails were changing as Essryl stared at them, the surfaces of the nails gaining a smooth sheen and the cuticles shifting as she adjusted them. That right there? That was part of why Korima hated her, somewhat. It wasn’t fair to anyone else.

      “Staring at me isn’t going to help you learn to shapeshift better, Korima,” Essryl said suddenly, causing the kitsune’s ears to flick back momentarily despite the Illisyr’s amused tone. “That requires practice, and a certain degree of mental flexibility. Jael is quite impressive in that regard, but they and I use entirely different methods. Mine won’t help you, or them.”

      “That… that wasn’t why I was watching you,” Korima replied hotly, straightening in her chair as she glared at her former teacher. “What’s the difference, anyway?”

      “I won’t go into the details, because my methods are a secret of the Illisyr, but the basic premise is simple,” Essryl said, looking up from her fingers as she curled them experimentally. “Your form of shapeshifting is based on instinct. It’s nothing to be ashamed of, it’s simply part of how your heritage and innate powers function. My magic is based on knowledge. While fragments of each can be useful to the other, there’s little overlap. Regardless, our wait is almost over, fortunately. I’d like to prepare for my date properly.”

      A few moments later, Korima heard the faint sounds and vibrations of approaching footsteps, making her wonder about Essryl’s senses again. They were far too sharp, and it made her curious about the woman’s spheres. Not that Essryl ever talked about them, aside from her skill with shadow.

      Korima rose to her feet, since she believed it would be only polite. Essryl remained seated, just as she’d expected. It was a bit hard to grasp the idea that being polite would somehow reduce the prestige and respect the Illisyr’s powerful members received, but Korima had heard enough stories of wars started over the stupidest things that she wasn’t going to claim it wouldn’t happen. Why, look at Resvarygrath. He’d gotten himself killed because he raided Mellesyn to get his claws on Rue’s teacher.

      Though thinking about it, Korima wasn’t sure which she’d prefer. The arrogant dragon neighbor, or the seemingly more ambitious, evil version of Rue’s teacher, Sinera.

      The knock at the door interrupted her musing, and Korima straightened, resisting the urge to check her tail again. She’d ensured she was immaculately groomed this morning, and even bristling at Essryl on occasion wouldn’t ruin the work she’d put in. Probably.

      “You may enter,” Essryl called out calmly, sitting back in her chair as she looked at the door thoughtfully, her face unreadable.

      The doors opened, and Korima stiffened slightly as a pair of armored knights entered the meeting room, along with a robed man who exuded magic, indicating he was a mage. They looked at Essryl warily, but scanned the room briefly, the mage casting a spell which Korima vaguely recognized from her lessons. She thought it was a… spiritsight spell? Not something she was capable of casting, since she didn’t have any of the spheres which could cast it easily.

      Either way, they seemed satisfied soon enough, and after a moment waved at whoever was outside, just out of Korima’s line of sight. Another pair of women stepped into the room, and the sight of them instantly had Korima’s attention, and made her presence worthwhile.

      The first wasn’t anything too interesting, not after meeting Alaran Whisperblade. The brunette in armor moved easily and smoothly despite her plate armor, which had minimal decorations, but the colors of her surcoat indicated she was the scion of a noble house of her own. Her equipment radiated strong magic, about as strong as what Tadrick owned, which Korima assumed meant she was an elite knight. The woman she was guarding stole the show, however.

      Korima hadn’t met many people who were as beautiful as Rue after her reincarnation. The half-fey was stunning, with her flower-red hair, icy blue eyes, and flawless skin. This woman was among them, yet somehow, she didn’t inspire jealousy in Korima.

      She had flawless, pale skin, golden-blonde hair in elaborate braids which hung just past her shoulders in loops, and her golden eyes glowed softly even in the room’s light. Her figure was a near-perfect mix of athletic and curvaceous, shown off by a blue and silver gown that only seemed to heighten her beauty. She wore some jewelry, but not a significant amount, with the most impressive being the silver circlet set with diamonds atop her head. Korima admired her, fixing the details in her memory so she could get an accurate image in her memory crystal later. Her mother would love to take inspiration from the woman.

      As the first knights exited, along with the mage, the knight who’d accompanied the woman in spoke, her voice clear and firm.

      “I am Ser Layla Fitzgerald, personal knight of the Countess. I present to you Countess Iana Cavere, Lady of the Gray March,” the woman announced, which… was about what Korima had expected.

      “I’d rather guessed, since you were scheduled to meet with me today, and I had the wisdom to ask a few basic questions beforehand,” Essryl replied, a hint of impatience in her voice which she hid very, very well. Only her long interaction with Essryl allowed Korima to pick it out, though the two did seem displeased by the lack of formality in her voice. “As I’m certain you’re aware at this point, I’m Essryl Demara, Shaper of the Shadowfire clan. Korima, introduce yourself.”

      Korima gave her a dirty look, but spoke anyway, giving a modest curtsey to the woman, about what she would to a count in Selwyn. Her interactions with nobility had some advantages. “I’m Korima Lightweaver, of the Lightweaver enclave of Selwyn. It’s a pleasure to meet the two of you.”

      “And?” Essryl prompted before the knight’s mouth could speak. Korima gave her a confused look. The Illisyr sighed, and continued. “Finish your introduction, Korima. You have two more titles, as loathe as I am to admit one of them at this moment.”

      It took Korima an embarrassingly long moment to realize what Essryl meant, and her cheeks colored as she straightened marginally.

      “Ah, of course. My apologies,” Korima said, clearing her throat as she turned back to the two. “I’ve also graduated this past spring as a Master-ranked mage from the Tyrness Academy of Magic, and… haven’t had reason to introduce myself properly with the title before this. I’m also currently one of Essryl’s students.”

      “Quite,” Essryl said, her voice as dry as a desert.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet both of you,” Countess Iana replied, her voice smooth and beautiful, much as Korima would’ve expected from someone raised to rule. She nodded politely, examining Korima briefly, then looked at Essryl as she asked. “Is this everyone who will be present? I was informed your group was somewhat larger.”

      “You’re correct, but they won’t be attending,” Essryl said, a smile creeping onto her lips. “Anara, Sella, and especially Ruethwyn are insistent on avoiding local politics as much as possible. If it hadn’t been for them, and Korima here, being abducted by some of Palto’s agents, we wouldn’t be in your territory at all. Tadrick was interested in meeting you, as he’s the second child of one of Selwyn’s earls, but he decided I was too abrasive, and didn’t wish for you to associate him with me. He’s truly improved his judgment over the years. Now, as the formalities are done, sit. Let’s get this over with, I have things to do today which I’ve been looking forward to for years.”

      The countess didn’t hesitate, the knight drawing out a chair for her as she sat, but she gave Essryl a puzzled look.

      “If you didn’t intend to come here, may I ask what you’re planning? It seems odd that you’d have been looking forward to something for years which will occur in my city,” Countess Iana said politely. Korima barely kept her tail from bristling.

      Essryl laughed, smiling and leaning forward. “While I could keep it to myself, and likely would have if circumstances were different, it’s going to be rather obvious this afternoon. I’ve been wishing to court Rue for the last several years, but she insisted on waiting until she graduated. An agreement was made, that the first day we stayed in a city for at least a full day on this trip, I’d have the chance to go on a date with her. Palto has put me in a foul mood for delaying my prize, so I intend to make the most of it. This meeting is delaying my preparations.”

      Korima winced at the not-so-subtle undertone to what Essryl was saying. She was making the point, in no uncertain terms, that she considered her date more important than this meeting, which… could be bad.

      Surprisingly, in Korima’s opinion, the countess didn’t seem to take it the wrong way. Oh, she obviously wasn’t pleased, and neither was her knight… Layla, was it? But Countess Iana took it with relative equanimity.

      “Very well, as you wish for me to be direct, I’d like to ask something simple. You said your group was abducted. May I ask what happened in Palto? We’ve heard a number of things, but the details have been fragmented at best,” the beautiful woman asked, her tone surprisingly respectful.

      Essryl considered her for a moment, then inclined her head.

      “Very well. I won’t bore you with the details of the minor engagements, and the trap itself. Suffice to say, they laid a teleportation trap which struck in the middle of the night in Grant. Of the six of us, Anara, Korima, Ruethwyn, and Sella were caught. I reacted in time to disable the trap for myself and Tadrick. In Cheldor, they proceeded to slay their ambitious, would-be captors who’d foolishly attempted the trap without their more powerful associates,” Essryl began, steepling her hands in front of her as she smiled broadly. “I dispatched the demon-infused individual they’d sent after me and pursued with Tadrick. Rue and her companions escaped, and wisely concluded that going north would be walking into a trap, so they set out for Leventen. After I caught up with them, we ran into a corrupted planar node, where we encountered a war party of Palto’s agents.”

      Pausing, Essryl took that moment to pull out a pair of memory crystals, causing Korima’s eyebrows to rise, since she hadn’t expected that. The crystals looked like clear quartz, for the most part, but there was the faintest rainbow hue from within. Each of the ones Essryl had were about the size of the tip of Korima’s pinkie finger. Essryl laid a finger on one.

      “These hold a composite of my memories and those of others depicting the two major battles which we participated in against Palto. A few particularly sensitive scenes have been removed, and conversations have been removed as well. I will allow you to view each of them at the appropriate time, but these are mine,” Essryl said coldly, her gaze fixed on the countess. “Do not damage, attempt to alter the contents of, try to keep, or copy them. Understood?”

      Countess Iana had straightened at the sight of the crystals, her eyes brightening marginally, and she looked at her knight before nodding firmly.

      “But of course. I didn’t hope to receive information so directly,” she said, unfolding her hands.

      “It’s simpler than attempting to describe what occurred, and perhaps will show you a modicum of why Palto now treats Rue with the respect she deserves,” Essryl said, and she smiled as she flicked a finger, and a tendril of shadow took the first crystal across the table and gently deposited it in Countess Iana’s hand.

      The woman grasped the crystal, her gaze turning distant as she accessed its contents. She immediately stiffened, which Korima found faintly amusing. The fight with Aster and her minions had been unpleasant and complicated, and Korima was still angry her mother’s life had been used to drag Rue into the trap Palto’s leader had set. Yes, they escaped it, but it’d been a near thing.

      The battle hadn’t taken that long, Korima knew, even though it’d seemed like it’d taken ages at the time. It still took a good minute for Countess Iana to finish, then she blinked slowly as she looked at Korima more appraisingly, then carefully handed the crystal to Layla.

      “That… was an impressive fight. It appeared they’d attempted to parlay beforehand?” the countess inquired politely.

      “They wanted Rue. We don’t know why, but they wanted her badly,” Korima said bluntly, folding her arms in front of her as her ears flattened. “They threatened to send a pair of seventh circle fiends after my mother and Sella’s parents if she didn’t come to their high temple.”

      “Exactly so,” Essryl said, her smile widening a touch more. “As you saw, I managed to deal with the woman named Aster, what they call their ‘Blessed.’ It would have been easier, but I’d allowed myself to grow soft. Fortunately, a few battles to the death helped fix that.”

      Layla’s gaze returned to the present, and her eyes settled on Essryl with a not-insignificant amount of new wariness in her gaze. She set the crystal on the table gently and Essryl created a tendril of shadow to retrieve it.

      “What sort of spells can create fire which burns even when covered in ice? What type of magic can freeze the entire landscape within line of sight?” Layla asked, a hint of fear rippling through her voice.

      Giving her a chiding look, Essryl just clicked her tongue, then continued as if Layla hadn’t said anything. “Afterward, one of Rue’s contracted summons proceeded to alter the node, to both purify it and instigate a mana storm. We, of course, traveled to Palto’s High Temple as demanded, after making our own preparations. No, I won’t state what those preparations were, it’s none of your business. We split into groups, destroying two of the magical obelisks keeping ley lines locked in place to maintain the nexus powering their dimensional barrier, while Korima and Rue traveled to the High Temple. This crystal primarily holds Korima’s perspective until my arrival. No, I will not clarify what or how Ruethwyn did what she did.”

      “What she did?” Layla asked warily as the second crystal moved across the table. Korima giggled.

      “The temple went squish,” she replied with a broad grin. “Rue could’ve done more if she wanted, but she was in a weird state, mentally. You’ll see a bit of it!”

      “I believe we shall,” Countess Iana said, taking the crystal a touch more warily, and her gaze went distant.

      “You aren’t being particularly helpful, Shaper,” Layla said, a hint of anxiety in her voice. “And given your power, that worries me.”

      “I have no reason to be even this helpful,” Essryl replied without hesitation, her smile cold. “In fact, there are precisely three reasons I’m doing this much. Palto attacked Rue, which irritated me, and I’d like to make their lives more difficult. Princess Lilliat married into Rantoran’s nobility. And I believe being slightly helpful will make our trip to the coast easier when we leave in a few days. If it weren’t for those aspects, I wouldn’t have chosen to meet with you or given you the information I have.”

      The near-constipated look which appeared on Layla’s face was almost enough to make Korima giggle again. She resisted, but only just, no matter how amusing it was to see other people have difficulties with the Illisyr.

      More important were the emotions playing over the countess’ face. She kept her expression under tight control, but not tight enough. That may be due to the sheer insanity of the fight around the High Temple, though. When her eyes widened, Korima knew she’d gotten to an impressive point. The phoenix setting the clouds on fire, maybe? Or Rue letting loose?

      Considering her eyes widened still more, she assumed it might be the phoenix. Or the demon having arrived. That thing had been a horror. Either way, not long after, she relaxed, letting out a breath as she stared at the crystal, then at Essryl.

      “…If it were anyone but an Illisyr sharing that with me, I would be forced to consider the possibility of the scene being a fabrication. Even if the greatest illusionists would have difficulties making a memory of such detail,” she said at last, her face paling as she raised her hand.

      “My Lady?” Layla asked in concern.

      “Take it and view for yourself. I… cannot fully explain,” Countess Iana told her, still holding out the crystal. Layla took it dubiously, but after a moment her expression turned distant, and the noble looked at Essryl. “I wish you’d elaborate, but I will not press. No matter how much I wonder how your student was able to do such a thing.”

      “Wonder as much as you like,” Essryl said easily. “While your companion reviews the crystal, I have a single question. Where’s the Karakar who I know must be in the city? I need to speak with them.”

      Korima blinked. She knew of the Karakar, but she’d never met one of the rumored loremasters. That said, Rue often talked about visiting the Great Library one day, so there was no chance of her not having heard of them. She was mostly surprised one might be in the city.

      “Why are you sure there’s one in the city?” Korima asked curiously. “And why do you want to talk to them?”

      Essryl looked at Korima for a moment, then she smiled. Broadly. It put Korima’s hackles up again.

      “There’s an active war between a holy city and a nation of demonic worshipers. Of course there’s a Karakar here to chronicle the events,” Essryl said, amusement dancing in her voice. “As for why I want to meet with them? Can you think of anyone else who’d have better ideas of where the sort of magical libraries, shops, and other places Rue would enjoy are located in the city?”

      Korima’s jaw worked as the Countess stared at them in confusion. Finally, Korima managed to hiss. “You cheater!”

      Essryl’s smile widened.
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      “No more aches and pains… the mind fog has mostly cleared… I think I’m almost back to normal,” Ruethwyn muttered, stretching experimentally. Oh, she could tell that if she pushed herself she’d regret it, but otherwise she was happy with how much she’d recovered. The bed had certainly helped, as had soaking in the bath the previous night. And this morning, for that matter. She was relieved Essryl had scheduled their date to start at about noon, as it gave her more time to get ready.

      It also gave more time for the butterflies in her midsection to multiply, but that was an entirely different matter. She had no idea what to expect from a date with Essryl. Yes, she’d been given the option to make suggestions, but Ruethwyn had decided that was… not ideal. The goal was to get to know the others, after all. If she made suggestions, she wouldn’t learn what Essryl would choose.

      At least Essryl had told her that she intended to dress up. Which was the only reason Ruethwyn had dressed nicer than she usually did.

      Ruethwyn typically favored blue or green for her outfits. They just fit her tastes better, when combined with her hair color. She’d tried lighter shades, but they weren’t what she preferred, by and large. In this case, she’d decided to go with a dark blue satin gown which left her shoulders and back exposed, but still had sleeves attached. Those were mostly to hide her wand sheath, admittedly, though she hid another wand as a hair pin. Hair stick? Whichever it was, it looked like a hair stick, and she’d carefully engraved runes, hidden beneath silver cladding, which suppressed its magical aura to where most people wouldn’t identify it as magical.

      The sleek dress, and complex hairstyle she’d gone with, made her a little uncomfortable. She didn’t have the accompanying jewelry, either. She had some pieces, but few of them were fancy enough to fit with what she was wearing. And that didn’t even mention her shoes. She just hoped most people wouldn’t see them beneath her skirts, as her current shoes were a bit plain for the dress. If she hadn’t had them in her spatial bag, she’d have been forced to wear boots, which would’ve been embarrassing.

      She was almost tempted to summon Zaria for her advice. Almost… but the ice fey might sabotage her instead, for all she knew. Or encourage Ruethwyn to do things which would make her die of embarrassment. Probably the latter, if Essryl and Zaria’s last interaction was anything to go by.

      “I’ll deal with it. Who knows, maybe we’ll go out and get new shoes or jewelry,” Ruethwyn said, smiling nervously at herself in the enormous mirror, wondering again about the cost of the room. Not that Essryl had allowed her to pay for it. The Illisyr was being uncommonly protective of her. That, or it was part of the date. Ruethwyn couldn’t say for certain.

      The knock caused her to almost jump out of her skin, and Ruethwyn spun, her heart pounding as she called out. “Yes?”

      “Are you ready, Rue?” Essryl asked, a note of… something in her voice. Anticipation, maybe. Ruethwyn’s anxiety spiked as the butterflies did their best to escape.

      “I think so,” Ruethwyn agreed, approaching the door and opening it. “I’m just a little⁠—”

      The door opened, and Ruethwyn almost swallowed her tongue.

      Essryl looked nothing like she usually did. Her eyes had shifted colors marginally, adding tiny blue sparks to the irises. Her fingernails were longer, perfectly contoured, and smooth. Her skin was the same inky black, but Ruethwyn would’ve sworn she’d embedded tiny flecks of reflective stone in it to add specks which shimmered like stars as the light played across its surface. Her hair was even longer, and pulled up in a high ponytail which spilled down her back like a waterfall of darkness, clasped in place by a mythril hairpiece shaped like butterfly wings. Her lips had been painted with ruby lipstick, that or she’d recolored them for the evening. Yet it was Essryl’s dress which truly made the difference. Those and her shoes.

      She wore white, strappy leather sandals with high stiletto heels. The straps reached almost to her knees, contrasting starkly with Essryl’s skin tone. And the dress… a faint whimper escaped Ruethwyn’s lips unbidden.

      The sleeveless ivory white dress hung from her right shoulder, draping to show a bit of cleavage. It was slit down the right side, with laces loosely connecting the two sides from armpit to hip, revealing her side almost completely, and confirming she wasn’t wearing anything beneath the dress. Her tail emerged from a hidden gap in the gown’s back, and was swaying hypnotically as Essryl stood confidently, a hand atop one cocked hip. She wore her holy symbol, mythril armbands and bracelets, and a matching ruby-inset choker and bangle on her tail, carefully placed just above where her tail flared outward before tapering to a point.

      Ruethwyn’s gazed flicked up and down frantically, trying to find somewhere safe to stop, even as her cheeks heated and her brain shut down.

      “Mm. Excellent. That’s precisely the reaction I was aiming for,” Essryl said, her satisfied smile widening as she offered Ruethwyn a hand. “Shall we go, Rue?”

      “I… yes?” Ruethwyn managed. Barely. She wasn’t sure she could say anything else at the moment, not in the face of that.

      She’d known that Essryl was sexy and beautiful before. It was obvious, and Essryl’s confidence just accentuated it. Yet the Illisyr had never deliberately dressed up before this, and the results were… beyond belief. Ruethwyn doubted she could’ve resisted Essryl’s advances over the last couple of years if she’d decided to dress and act like this. Which might just be the point she was trying to make, for that matter.

      Ruethwyn took Essryl’s hand, feeling a bit short with how tall the heels made Essryl. The Illisyr smiled, drawing her out of the room, then closed the door gently behind Ruethwyn. Her mind was so scattered it took Ruethwyn a few seconds to remember to pull out her key and lock the room, but she thought she could forgive herself this time.

      “So, um, where are we going to start?” Ruethwyn managed after a bit. She was fortunate Essryl had given her any time to recover. Even if she now felt underdressed.

      Of course, Essryl made the situation worse by smoothly slipping a hand through the crook of her elbow, gently guiding her toward the stairs at a smooth pace. That gentle touch was almost too much for Ruethwyn’s already overworked mind, and she was both thankful and afraid of how easily the Illisyr had taken control.

      “We’ll be going to a lovely little café which I heard of this morning for a light lunch, one which I’m sure you’ll find pleasant,” Essryl said, smiling wickedly as her eyes glittered. “As for what comes after that? It’s a surprise. However, I believe you’ll enjoy the experience.”

      Ruethwyn felt her tension increase, even as her heartbeat quickened. Maybe she would, assuming she didn’t have a heart attack midway.

      Oh, who was she kidding? Essryl could fix something as minor as a heart attack. She wouldn’t get out of the date that easily.
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      “Heaven’s tears,” Sella swore softly, having just caught sight of Ruethwyn and Essryl walking through the taproom. Ruethwyn looked prettier than normal, yes, but Essryl… the sight had almost left Sella poleaxed, and Ruethwyn didn’t look like she’d taken it any better, based on her dazed expression. They’d drawn a lot of attention from the patrons as well. Sella looked at the others as she asked plaintively. “How in the hells are we supposed to compete with that?”

      “I don’t know,” Korima said, her ears half-flattened, and she looked almost miserable, which was uncommon for the cheerful kitsune. She chewed her lower lip, her eyes flickering with near panic as she slowly tore her roll in half. “I knew she was going to do something when I saw her adjusting her nails this morning, but… but when did she have time to get a dress like that? I’ve never seen her in anything like it!”

      Anara took a sip of her ale, wrinkling her nose before she set it down and pushed it a bit farther from her plate.

      “Mistress Essryl has owned numerous outfits like that since before we escaped Resvarygrath’s palace. She rarely wore them, but did so during some of our training classes. Furthermore, I believe Leticia is a skilled seamstress. I fully expect she’s been preparing for the date for the past several years,” Anara said calmly, focusing on her salad instead. Sella found it mildly aggravating that she didn’t look concerned.

      “…She’s often told us that preparation is a key part of ensuring survival or victory. I should’ve expected her to follow her own advice,” Tadrick chimed in, rubbing his forehead slowly. “Now, if you don’t mind, I’m going to try to scrub the sight of them out of my head. I don’t want Ceda murdering me. Maybe I’ll go look at some vases…”

      Sella glared at him, then huffed, turning back to Anara as she demanded. “Why don’t you seem like you care about it? You kissed Rue, too, but Essryl is… she’s just overwhelming!”

      Anara looked back at Sella, chewing her food slowly. Then she swallowed and set down her fork.

      “I do care. I’m just not letting it influence me like you are,” Anara said, meeting Sella’s gaze. “I have my thoughts. I have my plans. If a show of wealth and beauty was all it took to win Ruethwyn’s heart or to scare me off, I wouldn’t have even entertained this. I can compete with you, barely. Korima is prettier than me. Zaria is prettier than any of us. Essryl is so different I can’t compare us, so I won’t bother doing so. Instead of agonizing over how beautiful she is, or what she’s doing, I’m going to take the time to consider what I’m going to do. If we stay in Deveran for multiple days, I’ll have to plan a date, after all.”

      Sella stared at the martial artist, feeling almost… almost betrayed by how well she was taking the situation. Then she sighed and took a sip of her ale.

      It wasn’t to her tastes, but at least it distracted her. That, and the suddenly panicked look on Korima’s face as she realized she’d be having a date in the near future.

      Maybe Sella could use the fact she went last to her advantage, somehow…
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      Lunch had done an immense amount of good to help Ruethwyn regain her balance, even if it was completely different than what she’d expected from Essryl’s outfit. She’d been expecting an upscale, fine-dining sort of location. Instead, she’d been startled when they entered a quieter section of the Artisan district, then to a café located on a street lined with numerous shops selling ink, paper, ink pens, quills of all things, other items for writing, and even finished books. One store advertised magical copying of manuscripts and scrivener services, for that matter. It wasn’t the sort of place which Ruethwyn would’ve expected to visit, and yet… when they entered the café, everything became clear.

      Despite thorough cleaning, every table in the café bore faint ink stains. Shelves of books  were next to each table, the books chained to the shelves so they couldn’t be taken to tables farther away. Numerous walls had been placed throughout the interior to provide additional privacy and mute sounds. Soft music was just loud enough to overwhelm the faint scratching sound of pens and, yes, quills from some of the people within, who appeared to be scriveners, playwrights, authors, and magi. Their ages varied dramatically, but despite that, Ruethwyn felt an instant degree of kinship with the people here, even if she felt far overdressed for the café.

      She was rather certain they’d been the object of inspiration for at least two young men and a young woman, given they’d hastily relocated tables to be able to stare at Essryl and Ruethwyn during their visit, then taken furious notes while glancing their direction. Yet the atmosphere had made it easier to ignore than usual, as had Essryl’s presence and attention. The food was surprisingly good, too, and after that… well, it proceeded to be a fascinating day.

      They went shopping in the district afterward. Essryl bought Ruethwyn the diagram for the enchantments on a new ink pen, one which would allow her to change the color of the ink within by infusing her mana it, while also refilling its internal ink reservoir. She’d also gotten a beautiful ‘blank’ ink pen to engrave the enchantments on.

      They saw a prototype magical device one of the shops was showing off proudly, which was capable of checking a tome set on it for spelling errors, using the official Rantoran Dictionary. Which made it useless to Ruethwyn, but it was a fascinating development, in her mind. They also had items which would copy the text of a tome on one shelf to blank books on the other, with the unfortunate addendum it would copy everything, including errors, written notes, and stains.

      While they didn’t have an enormous amount of time for Ruethwyn to truly delve into the bookstores, Essryl unerringly guided her to one which had numerous books which were of interest to her, including two which she purchased; An Exorcist’s Guide to Otherworldly Entities, and Magical Traditions of Kavarn, Volume 1. The latter had caused Ruethwyn to gasp, since while it’d been translated from elven, it was originally written by a member of the Karakar. Her only disappointment was the lack of volume two or more.

      That was hardly the only thing which happened over their day, though.
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        * * *

      

      “This isn’t really necessary, is it?” Ruethwyn protested weakly, blushing as Essryl examined the shoes on display with a critical eye.

      “Your dress shoes have seen better years, and were never as good as what you should’ve worn,” Essryl said firmly, gesturing at one shoe which Ruethwyn admitted looked very nice to her. It should, considering the enchantments it bore. “Social gatherings are just another battlefield. When you set foot into them, you should be properly equipped. In this case, you have a self-cleaning, self-repairing shoe which can change colors to match whatever outfit you’re currently wearing and is magically comfortable. Are your boots important when traveling?”

      “Well… yes,” Ruethwyn admitted, blushing. “So… you’re saying these are good when in a social situation?”

      “Every injury or hinderance matters. If your feet are aching, it’s just another injury, no matter how minor. And your clothing is armor and weapon alike, socially,” Essryl said, smiling as she squeezed Ruethwyn’s hand reassuringly. “While you may not want to deal with those type of encounters, it’s inevitable you’ll be required to on occasion. So why not be comfortable when you do?”

      “That’s a fair point,” Ruethwyn admitted, considering briefly, then glanced at the clerk hovering nearby. They’d been approached by a young man when they’d entered, but after watching them interact, he’d been quietly replaced by a pretty brunette instead. “Do you have anything which is more appropriate for a variety of temperatures? We’re looking at visiting Corval, but I’m natively from north of here, so it gets colder as well.”

      “Of course! Do you normally wear clothing like this, or do you favor different styles?” the woman chirped, her eyes gleaming in anticipation. Ruethwyn didn’t think she was getting out without a sale.
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        * * *

      

      “We live inside trees, at least in the Shadowfire Clan,” Essryl explained happily, her lips curved in a smile. “The Shapers alter some of the larger trees to allow us to hollow out sections without harming the trees and make our homes inside. The bark and other external sections are additionally far harder than most of the wood you might expect, close to the resilience of a steel plate, and infused with enough mana to make it difficult for spiritual entities to pass through. Coupled with enchanted doors and shutters, and it makes them extremely difficult for creatures to breach the buildings. Not that towns are attacked often, considering how dangerous it is for such creatures.”

      “I’ve heard of similar things, but I didn’t realize you’d altered the nature of the trees to suit your desires…” Ruethwyn said thoughtfully, taking a bite of the steak. Beef was very different than venison or the other meats she was used to, but she was okay with it.

      “Not me, the shaper caste,” Essryl corrected quickly. “I don’t have the training to alter plants in that way. Oh, I could learn, but between my other spheres, combat training, and duties to my faith? I haven’t had the decades to devote to the study of altering plants. Flesh and blood is hard enough to alter as it is.”

      Ruethwyn considered Essryl’s statement and its implications, chewing the meat slowly. Then she nodded, swallowing.

      “May I ask why you avoid the subject whenever we ask about your spheres?” Ruethwyn said, finally tackling a subject which had been bothering her for ages.

      “Several, one of which is the fact that the Illisyr use different spheres than everyone else. Not completely different, but some assumptions are altered. Secondarily… for me, sharing my spheres with someone is a gesture of trust. Intimate trust, beyond merely sharing a bed or the like with them,” Essryl said, smiling warmly at Ruethwyn. “I’ve always felt that most of your people share your spheres with each other too easily. A sphere is…”

      Essryl paused, taking a sip of her drink as her gaze turned slightly distant, almost seeming to hesitate. Hesitance wasn’t a word Ruethwyn had ever associated with Essryl, so her attention was riveted as she waited patiently.

      “Your spheres define you. Your depth of understanding of them, your skill with their arts, the emotions and mentality which are required to reach a circle… speaking of them reveals so much about who and what you are to those around you. Yes, when learning from a teacher they have every right to know so they may teach you better, but outside that? There’s no reason for someone to know more than the fact I can move faster, heal others, and create lightning. My spheres are who I am, they’re a reflection of the essence of my soul, and I keep that knowledge close,” Essryl said at last, her gaze turning on Ruethwyn with a weight she’d never felt before. “Perhaps it has less meaning outside the clans, but to me, it’s far, far more important. Not something I’d share unless I was certain I trusted you with more than merely my life, Ruethwyn. Which yes, I’d trust to you.”

      Ruethwyn’s cheeks heated, and she reached up, gently brushing a finger against one of the earrings Essryl had purchased for her that evening. She’d never thought of spheres in that way, and yet… yet she supposed it was true. Korima’s fiery passion, yet steadfast nature. Sella’s quiet support, coupled with explosive rage. Tadrick’s focus on honor, yet he was more flexible than some others… their spheres at least somewhat reflected that. It never would’ve occurred to her that knowledge of spheres could be used that way.

      “I… I see. So, um… what do my spheres tell you about me?” Ruethwyn asked quietly, averting her gaze as she blushed.
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