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      The sound of rain faded as Sinera descended into the hill. The only reason she kept her upper lip from curling in derision was long practice.

      The fort was far less than she’d expected when Captain Gardner claimed it was one of the better forts near Selwyn. It was yet more evidence of how complacent the Golden Dominion had become with Resvarygrath’s shadow looming large.

      It was intended to be a simple structure with four walls atop the hill, but someone had changed their mind mid-construction and added a fifth wall, leaving an awkward triangular section which wasn’t large enough to use for anything significant.

      Similarly, the walls were thinner than she’d like, and the five towers anchoring them weren’t tall enough. At least it was reasonably large and in good repair, with many enchantments increasing the fort’s durability. It didn’t improve the design, but she was trying to focus on the beneficial aspects. She’d be able to equip it with better siege engines and equipment to make the most of it.

      “Here we are, Milady.” The commander was a human woman whose name Sinera hadn’t bothered learning. It wasn’t important, not when the chances of them meeting a second time were low. Besides, the woman had only the barest spark of magic. She opened the fortified door, which led into a newly built room deep below the fort. “Our magi constructed everything according to the directions we were given. If there’s anything that needs adjustment, I’ll have them fix it immediately.”

      The brunette was sweating, but Sinera ignored her to scan the room.

      It was surprising they’d successfully followed her instructions. Certainly, she hadn’t asked for anything complicated, but the military had been so poorly trained when she’d taken over that she set her expectations accordingly.

      The chamber was an octagon with a heavily reinforced vaulted ceiling. The floor was perfectly flat and bare of decorations or patterns. All the surfaces were solid stone, and Sinera finally nodded.

      “It will do. Depart. I’ll inform you if I require anything, but otherwise I am not to be interrupted for the next two days,” Sinera directed, her tone cool and precise.

      Relief washed across the woman’s face, and she quickly bowed, clasping a fist to her chest. “Of course, Milady! I’ll station guards to ensure you aren’t disturbed.”

      “Good.”

      Sinera waited for her to depart, then murmured a spell to close and lock the door. She gave even odds that some drunk fool would still manage to interrupt. Only when the door was secure did she snort and shake her head. “Pathetic. I can’t believe I must work with people like this… but what else can I do?”

      Turning back, Sinera smiled to herself as she studied the bare floor. Then she extended a hand, preparing her magic. Creating the enchantment would take a little time, but it would be worth it. Besides, she hadn’t required much sleep since Resvarygrath resurrected her.

      “I’ll track him down. Once I’ve conquered Selwyn, I’ll find the maid,” Sinera absently told herself, then shook off the thought. “Enough distractions. I have work to do.”

      Mana surged through Sinera’s mana veins as she drew runes, incanting her spell. The stone warped, and in a matter of moments a complex, four-layered magical circle appeared, carved into the stone and perfect in every way.

      Of course, that was the fast part, and Sinera shook her head, murmuring softly. “Too bad I didn’t have time to teach Ruethwyn how to use elementals like this. Or perhaps not. She’ll be easier to recover this way… assuming I can track her down again. Bereniald must have failed. Still, I’ll have time for her later.”

      Putting her idealistic, foolish, beloved student and legacy out of her mind, Sinera got to work.
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      <Now roll the bones, Phoebe,> Resvarygrath directed, firmly quashing his frustrations.

      It’d been annoyingly difficult to guide the former maid into properly carving runebones, but it wasn’t like Resvarygrath could do it himself. Not without taking far more time than he, they, could afford. Which meant relying on a young woman new to the skill. And most maids weren’t renowned for their carving.

      He was fortunate he’d had her practice with wood first. If he hadn’t, the human would’ve ruined the bones she’d purchased at least a dozen times, if not more. It’d taken far longer than he’d liked, though.

      “Of course, Master Resvarygrath!” Phoebe’s voice was cheerful and upbeat as she picked up the runebones, even as he channeled the pitiful amount of mana he had available.

      Phoebe looked far different from the maid who’d freed him. The dark-haired, dark-eyed human was now wearing a fine cotton dress, one of the handful Resvarygrath had allowed her to purchase so far. Yes, she had the funds to buy far more than that, and even better lodging than the comfortable inn room, but if Resvarygrath was going to keep his part of the bargain, he wouldn’t do it by half-measures. He was going to set her up for the remainder of her life.

      Phoebe rolled the bones, which clattered across the table, his magic pulsing into them to learn what he needed. The bones rolled unnaturally, and Resvarygrath curled around inside the crystal ball, peering at them. Unfortunately, one had fallen almost directly below his stand. He couldn’t quite make it out, annoyingly enough.

      <Move my orb. Please,> Resvarygrath asked telepathically, the last word almost painfully escaping his mind. <I can’t see the last rune.>

      “Yes, Master Res!” Phoebe agreed eagerly, peering at the bones as she quickly picked up the orb, stand and all, and moved it aside. He cringed at the mutilation of his name, but swallowed his indignation. “What do the runes mean?”

      <One moment. I need to interpret them.> Resvarygrath mostly ignored her, his eyes flicking from rune to rune, taking in where they were in relation to each other.

      Determining where Sinera’s student had gone was proving annoyingly difficult, as she’d warded herself against most scrying or other methods of tracking. He had to resort to this, casting bones to learn where he could meet her. Which had required magically imbued bone, and drake bone was… well, it almost made Resvarygrath wish Phoebe had been able to get her hands on parts of his skeleton. His bones would’ve given far better results. Though he wasn’t sure she’d have been able to carve them… it was likely for the best.

      Still, these did the job. Not as well as he’d like, but the location the bones indicated was… intriguing. And to his relief, it didn’t require Phoebe to smuggle him across Ovara into Selwyn. That would be difficult.

      <It appears we’re going west, Phoebe. You said you wished to see an impressive city, did you not? I believe you’ll get your wish> Resvarygrath finally informed her, giving the runes a last look.

      “Really? Thank you, Master Res! Thank you, thank you!” Phoebe cheered, scooping up his prison and twirling before she hugged it tight to her chest.

      He truly could’ve done without the squeeing.
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      Ruethwyn looked up from the book she’d been reading as there was a knock at the door. She’d been hoping to distract herself, but hadn’t been very successful.

      Straightening as much as she could, Ruethwyn cleared her throat and called out. “Come in.”

      Ruethwyn glanced at Korima as she spoke. The redhead turned her head to the door with a scowl, her green, foxlike eyes narrowing marginally and her upper ears swiveling in that direction. The fair-skinned kitsune stiffened, as if ready to fight. Something that Ruethwyn both appreciated and found exasperating by turns.

      The door opened, and Ruethwyn’s eyebrows rose. Korima only relaxed slightly when she recognized her visitor, still watching the man cautiously. As was appropriate, considering he seemed to be in the seventh circle of at least one sphere.

      Qarvian Orrus was a handsome human, with tanned skin, shoulder-length black hair hanging in loose rings, and dark brown eyes. He wasn’t particularly big or broad-shouldered, standing about average for a native Corvallian. He wore fine cotton clothing, favoring gray, white, and blue, along with several bracelets and a pair of earrings. All exuded a faint amount of magic, showing some of his family’s wealth.

      Not that the bedroom didn’t. There was a bed with gold inlays and elaborate carvings, made of wood Ruethwyn wasn’t familiar with. There was a vanity with a huge mirror, enchantments to handle the temperature, couches and chairs which looked incredibly comfortable, paintings… and a balcony which allowed her to look over the countryside south of Corwal. The view was incredible, as the manor floated half a mile above ground.

      “Greetings. I hope you’re feeling better today, Miss Sylaris?” Qarvian spoke courteously in accented Elven, and he inclined his head.

      Ruethwyn shrugged, smiling warmly. “Better. I think I could have walked yesterday, but Essryl wants me to give my nerves a chance to recover. Apparently, the pain I experienced can have lasting consequences, even with healing.”

      Ruethwyn shuddered as she remembered the mind-rending agony she’d experienced when stabbed by the pain fiend. That memory would be with her for a long, long time.

      “And we’re not letting you up on your own until Essryl says so. You got hurt too badly,” Korima chimed in, focusing on Ruethwyn again. “I’m not risking you. None of us are.”

      “I know. You’ve made that abundantly clear.” Ruethwyn knew her voice was dry, but she couldn’t help it.

      There was a glimmer of amusement in Qarvian’s gaze, but he kept it to himself. “While I doubt you’ll consider my opinion as important as theirs, I do agree. I wouldn’t want you to be injured simply because you didn’t rest enough.” Qarvian volunteered. He approached at a sedate pace, his hands clasped behind his back. “Again, thank you. If you and Anara hadn’t fought so fiercely, we might have lost the ship, captain, and my daughter. I can’t thank you enough.”

      Ruethwyn blushed, trying not to shrug. She didn’t feel like she’d done anything impressive, but Qarvian and Sarai, Shyama’s parents, had made it abundantly clear they disagreed.

      “If not for me, they wouldn’t have been there.” Ruethwyn’s gaze slowly fell to the book as she ran a finger down its spine. She hated how plaintive she sounded.

      “Rue…” There was a hint of a growl in Korima’s voice, and Ruethwyn looked away, blushing.

      Qarvian chuckled, pulling a chair closer to the bed. He settled into his chair with a smile.

      “Perhaps so, but that means little to me. For instance, if you hadn’t been on the airship with her, Shyama likely would have been out shopping, or perhaps she’d be traveling through the city. Considering the locations the rebels targeted, she’d have been in even more danger,” Qarvian patiently explained.

      Ruethwyn opened her mouth, but he refused to let her get a word in edgewise. “Now I expect you’re going to protest that it wouldn’t have happened if you hadn’t come to Corwal. To which I say, nonsense. Your presence didn’t create the rebels. No matter what, they would have struck eventually, and the odds of her being caught in the crossfire would’ve been high. Which doesn’t matter, because none of those possibilities occurred. You fought off the attackers, and that’s the end of it.”

      Ruethwyn’s jaw worked, heat spreading further up her cheeks to her ears. She… hadn’t thought it through to that degree. But when he explained, Ruethwyn could follow the chain of logic. Oh, Shyama might have been at school when the rebellion occurred, but one of the things she’d heard was that the rebels had specifically targeted the Founder’s Tower and the nine schools around it.

      When she spoke, Ruethwyn’s voice was soft. “I suppose that’s true. I hadn’t thought about it that way.”

      “That’s because you always focus on how you came up short, not on your achievements,” Korima chided, clicking her tongue at Ruethwyn.

      Qarvian chuckled, and Ruethwyn’s blush intensified further. Fortunately for what remained of her tattered dignity, he changed the subject.

      “All of that aside, I had a reason to visit today. I have an offer and a request for you.” Qarvian’s gaze was tranquil enough to put Ruethwyn at ease. Slightly at ease, as he was a member of Corval’s equivalent of nobility.

      Korima’s ears perked up, a speculative gleam creeping into her gaze, but she didn’t interject, much to Ruethwyn’s surprise.

      Ruethwyn waited for a couple of seconds, but when he didn’t volunteer, she finally asked. “What might that be?”

      Qarvian smiled and inclined his head. “First, allow me to clarify one thing. The offer and request are separate. If you wish to decline the request, the only things it would change are a few of the limitations.”

      Ruethwyn nodded, relief washing through her. The clarification made her happier, as it meant the request wasn’t necessarily vital. That would give her more wiggle room.

      “Now, the offer first. You wish to cross the Sea of Mists to return to Selwyn. Unfortunately, a significant number of ships hastily departed in the rebellion’s aftermath, which may make it difficult to find passage. With the permission of the family head, I’m authorized to offer the use of Star of the Firmament to travel there.” Qarvian’s statement almost seemed conversational, but the content was anything but.

      Korima gasped, and Ruethwyn inhaled sharply, her eyes widening. She’d never expected something like that, not when airships were so expensive, even for Corvallians. It would also make the trip enormously easier, allowing them to bypass several dangerous regions.

      Ruethwyn took a moment to regain her poise and cleared her throat. Then she smiled, amazed her voice was so steady. “That’s an incredible offer. I’ll have to discuss it with the others. And the request?”

      “I’d like you to take Shyama with you.” The request sent a jolt of shock through Ruethwyn. Qarvian held up a hand as he continued. “There are a couple of reasons why. One is that I’d like her out of the line of fire should the rebellion turn into a civil war. I’ll rest easier knowing she isn’t in Corval. She also needs to know more about the world. About the realities of magic, that Corval’s techniques aren’t inherently superior. She needs to see it so she can grow. Accompanying you would help with that, and while I only wish for her to take a year-long sojourn, we’d place the airship at your disposal for that period.”

      “Oof. Oof, that would be… it could be difficult. You know Selwyn might be invaded, right?” Korima protested, her eyes huge. “That could put her in a lot of danger.”

      “Perhaps, but divinations indicate she’d be safer abroad than in Corval.” Qarvian was softly intense as he met the kitsune’s gaze. “If the invasion occurred, she could retreat to the airship and keep her distance if necessary. All that said, I haven’t asked her yet, and won’t force her to go if she truly objects.”

      “Right… you wanted to be sure it’s acceptable to us first,” Ruethwyn murmured. He nodded in confirmation, and she pondered before settling on a question. “How would she handle the language barriers? I’m afraid Corvallian isn’t very common in the north. It might be spoken in Rantoran a bit, but not farther north. She made her opinion of other languages clear in our first meeting.”

      Qarvian winced. It was a small thing, but Ruethwyn caught it.

      “Yes, well, we’ve had conversations since then. I’m not going to claim she’s completely changed her mind, but it’s not something that will hold her back. I believe your actions when protecting her shook her preconceptions as well,” Qarvian cleared his throat again, looking mildly embarrassed. “As for languages, the family has a large collection of items which imbue the understanding of foreign languages for the wearer, and I’ve been assured she could get a collection of the most relevant ones; Elven, Kaliph, Fey, and Deprek.”

      “Why do you have so many languages available?” Korima asked, her eyebrows rising again.

      “Our family often travels abroad to build teleportation platforms, so they’re necessary for communication. As such, we have numerous copies for each language, as well as several for visiting dignitaries who don’t speak Corvallian.” He punctuated the explanation by raising a hand, showing the simple gold ring he was wearing. “For instance, I’m wearing one right now. While I possess a rudimentary understanding of Elven, I believed it best not to inflict my book learning on you. Such is the stuff wars are started over!”

      He spoke humorously enough that Ruethwyn managed to crack a smile as she relaxed. Not completely, but somewhat. She thought more before nodding slowly.

      “I’ll speak to the others. I’m not going to make any promises, though. I don’t want to give a false impression.” Ruethwyn carefully picked her words and tone. She might be willing, but the others might not agree.

      “That’s all I can ask,” Qarvian said. Enough gratitude filled his voice to make Ruethwyn uncomfortable. “In any case, I’ll leave you for now. If there’s anything you need, please ask. The servants will do their best to assist you.”

      Ruethwyn nodded politely, watching him leave.

      Once the door closed, Korima rounded on her, a mutinous look crossing her face as she demanded. “You’re not really thinking about allowing her to come with us, are you?”

      Ruethwyn sighed. She couldn’t help it.

      Instead of replying, she picked up her book, causing Korima’s ears to flatten.

      “Rue!” the kitsune loudly protested.
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      “I don’t have any issue with it. Obtaining the use of an airship for a year would be quite helpful, and I’m certain we could teach Miss Orrus a degree of self-discipline.” Despite her clear words, Essryl’s purple gaze was slightly distant as she held Ruethwyn’s hand, her mana slowly following Ruethwyn’s spine toward her head. It tingled oddly, causing a shiver.

      The Illisyr was gorgeous as always, with black hair framing her face, skin as black as pitch, demonically slit eyes, and an attractive, fit figure. She was currently wearing casual clothing, which revealed her bejeweled wooden holy symbol of Nature’s Court. Despite her clothing Essryl retained two wickedly sharp daggers at her sides.

      Korima was scowling so hard Ruethwyn wondered if her face might set that way, and her shoulders hunched. She hadn’t taken Ruethwyn’s lack of agreement well, which was mildly exasperating. Something which was emphasized by how the kitsune proceeded to whine.

      “But… I don’t want to deal with her! She was mean to Rue!”

      “And Mistress Essryl helped abduct us and put Rue through a close approximation of hell, from everything I’ve heard. I don’t believe most would expect them to end up dating.” Anara was slowly playing the harp in the corner, but that didn’t stop her from chiming in. She was a better player than Ruethwyn could believe, despite her claim that she was rusty. “I don’t believe Miss Orrus was nearly as bad.”

      Anara had sun-kissed skin, long golden hair, blue eyes, and a ready smile. She was pretty enough, though not quite as radiant as the others. She wore one of the nicer dresses Ruethwyn had made for her on their way to Corval, a green outfit with blue accents and just a hint of embroidery, just enough to let her fit in among Selwyn’s upper classes.

      “I also saved Ruethwyn’s life,” Essryl retorted, a smile flashing across her lips. She was taking her time with the checkup, Ruethwyn noted. It was probably an excuse to continue holding her hand.

      Sella cleared her throat, drawing their attention. Her long, dark brown hair was in cornrows, and her light blue eyes stood out starkly with her darker tan. The elf was wearing a dark blue dress she’d bought in Corwal, an asymmetric number with glittering rhinestones worked into strategic points.

      “Be that as it may, it’s beside the point.” Sella's voice was sharp as she looked at each of them in disapproval, sparing only Ruethwyn. “Unlike Korima, I was there when we met Shyama. She was an arrogant, overconfident twit, which makes the difference in attitude stark. She hasn’t acted that way since we arrived, so I’m tentatively willing to put up with her. I think it’s worth it to travel aboard an airship.”

      Korima grimaced, obviously not liking what Sella said.

      Anara finally added her opinion, her voice little more than a murmur. “Her behavior shifted significantly after the battle as well. I believe she’s much less prejudiced, at least against Rue. I will decline to express my opinion, however. I’m not sure what the best option is.”

      “I think we should take the offer. As for her accompanying us… he didn’t say we have to associate with her, did he?” Tadrick looked curiously between Ruethwyn and Korima. “You talked to him. Did he say anything like that?”

      Tadrick had sandy blond hair, brown eyes, and a lean, muscular physique, while being relatively handsome. He wore a tunic and trousers, casual clothing for him, though he kept his adamantine longsword at his side. All of them were cautious of the possibility of an attack, however remote it may be.

      “Not at all. He just asked for us to let her come with us,” Ruethwyn confirmed. Korima perked up, her ears rising.

      Tadrick grinned and nodded. “See? That changes things. In that case, I’d be up for taking the offer. I don’t see the harm, and being able to fly over the Silvermounts on the way home? That would be worth it on its own.”

      Ruethwyn froze, guilt rippling through her. Which drew everyone’s attention, of course. Essryl’s eyes narrowed, but she didn’t say anything.

      It was Sella who sighed and spoke for them, her tone oozing suspicion. “Spill it, Rue. Why do you look guilty?”

      Ruethwyn blushed.

      “Well… I had an idea, if she came with us. Something I think could help. Maybe.” Ruethwyn murmured, looking away as she cleared her throat. The idea had seemed much more impressive in her head, but talking about it felt a bit… it didn’t feel sub-par, exactly, but less important.

      “Which is…?” Korima asked, leaning forward.

      Ruethwyn inhaled, gathering her courage. She didn’t like feeling pressured, but it was best to tell them. So she finally explained. “The Great Library.”

      Tadrick snorted softly and Sella looked at her in exasperation, but she forged onward.

      “I want to pry more information out of Hekara about Sinera’s current state, and if I do, they might have information allowing me to either fix or beat her,” Ruethwyn quickly explained. “And… well, I’d like to perform my summoning somewhere she’s unlikely to have spies. I think the Great Library would be a good option. If nothing else, I have the information on atavism and channeling to share, which should be worth something. I don’t want it to be lost.”

      “It’d likely be worth a significant amount to them. While I expect they have at least some information regarding channeling, I sincerely doubt your teacher shared her notes on atavism with them. Original copies of different perspectives tend to be valuable among the Karakar.” Essryl was unhurried and calm, a tiny smile on her face. “I’m uncertain you’d find what you’re looking for, but it’s possible, and an airship will return us to Selwyn far more quickly than our other options. I have no objections.”

      Ruethwyn shifted nervously as they looked at each other as Tadrick ran his fingers through his hair.

      “Who’d be responsible for dragging Rue out of the stacks?” he finally asked, ignoring Ruethwyn’s blush of shame. “That’s never easy.”

      Essryl smirked and replied without hesitation. “I will. And it’s highly unlikely she’ll be allowed into the stacks. They’re very protective of their collection and generally have librarians and archivists fetch titles for you. Assuming you aren’t simply browsing the outer collection or given an illusory projection of the title you desire.”

      “I’m… hesitantly supportive? I wouldn’t mind seeing it if it wouldn’t delay us too much.” Sella sounded torn between curiosity and responsibility to Ruethwyn.

      “I don’t have any issues with it! I’ve always wanted to see the Great Library! Though I’m not sure on funds… I spent a lot on memory crystals, clothing, and screenplays.” Korima’s grin faded as concern dawned on her face. “That could be a problem. I’m pretty sure I have enough for the return trip, but…”

      “I told you to budget better,” Sella scolded, giving the kitsune a scandalized look. Korima blushed, looking away and mumbling something under her breath.

      Tadrick thoughtfully rubbed his chin. “Anyway… I’m not going to object. It’ll take us out of any flight path Sinera would expect, right? And if I remember right, there’s a route of teleportation points which goes through Ovara to Selwyn from there. It would’ve been somewhat off the set you charted for the western route to Corval, but it’s there. If I’m really worried, I can always use those to get home quickly.”

      “A point. From there, it’d probably be faster than the airship,” Ruethwyn agreed, some of the knots of tension in her midsection loosening. She looked at Anara hopefully, as she was the only one who hadn’t expressed an opinion yet.

      The blonde continued playing her harp with a thoughtful expression. She didn’t reply immediately, but Ruethwyn forced herself to wait. Anara’s opinion was important to Ruethwyn, and not just because she’d saved her from the pain fiend. They’d lived through similar events, even if their paths had diverged for a while.

      When she finished the song, Anara nodded, inclining her head to Ruethwyn and speaking softly. “I agree. It’s a different location, and having somewhere secure where you can perform your summoning is advisable. I don’t want to risk her determining more countermeasures against you. We saw how far she was willing to go. My heart almost stopped when I heard you scream.”

      Ruethwyn shuddered at the memory and looked at Essryl anxiously. “Yeah… that was worse than anything I can remember. At least the fire was almost instantaneous. Speaking of which… your verdict?”

      “Your nerves are likely in as good condition as I could hope given the circumstances,” Essryl told her, her tone briskly professional. “I’d expect a degree of phantom pain or the like over the next several weeks, as pain that intense can leave residual trauma. Unless we decided to contact my sire, at least, and I wouldn’t suggest that outside extreme issues.”

      “There’s no need for that,” Ruethwyn assured her, the memory of Kalashyn prompting a flinch. Essryl’s other parent was terrifying in so many ways. “That being said… should I worry about the fiend recovering and coming after me like Hekara?”

      Anara tensed, and the others looked over with emotions ranging from anger to worry. Essryl’s response reassured all of them.

      “Exceedingly unlikely. Unlike Luminous, it wasn’t in an area which would naturally maintain a standard summoning, and you know that maintaining a long-term summoning is difficult. I don’t believe Sinera would be willing to tie up that much mana. Not when she could simply bring the fiend fully into our world. No, Anara likely dealt with it permanently.” Essryl flashed a pleased smile at the blonde, and Anara blushed. “Additionally, I performed a few divinations using the dagger, which was made from its own bone, mind you, and couldn’t find a trace. Unless it has exceptional wards, it’s dead. Excellent work, Anara.”

      “Thank you, Mistress.” Anara sounded flustered, and her cheeks colored as she looked away.

      Relief washed through Ruethwyn, but she strangled it firmly, as Essryl’s explanation brought another concern to mind.

      “And the dagger? Is it still dangerous? Because I can’t imagine anything worse than what it caused.” Ruethwyn hated the quiver in her voice. Essryl laughed, shaking her head.

      “No, no, that was part of the fiend’s magic imbued into the weapon. After a few minutes, it faded. Now it’s nothing more than a fiend-bone dagger. One I’m thinking would be good to use as materials for a charm to detect such creatures in the future,” Essryl assured her. “Even if you can’t make one universal to all fiends, at least you’d be able to detect pain fiends.”

      Ruethwyn sagged in relief, muscles she hadn’t realized were tense relaxing at last.

      “True…” Ruethwyn drew a slow breath, steadying herself. “Anyway, we’re agreed? To take the offer, assuming Shyama agrees.”

      Everyone looked at Korima. The kitsune chewed her lower lip before slowly nodding. “Yeah… I still don’t like her, but if we don’t have to associate with her? I’m okay with it. Just don’t expect me to be nice to her.”

      “Good enough for me,” Tadrick murmured, visibly relaxing, and Ruethwyn smiled. That wasn’t a ringing endorsement, but she was fine with that.

      As Anara began another gentle song, she tried to relax. She needed all the relaxation she could get.
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      Light played across the lava tube’s dark, cracked stone. The normally intense heat was absent. Frost formed across stone for the first time in the region’s existence. All the native creatures had already fled, trying to avoid the deadly, freezing light. All but one.

      Hekara’s breath came in short gasps, each an incredible strain. Every exhalation created swirling clouds of mist. Her eyes were closed to help ignore the cracks riddling her flesh. To ignore the sight of the guttering flames filling her veins, threatening to be snuffed out at any moment. Yet she couldn’t ignore the agony assaulting her.

      Powers clashed within Hekara, opposed elements wrestling for dominance without any regard for her body’s shell.

      Her innate fires were wild and deadly, unbridled devastation given form. They’d met their match in the glacial frost emanating from the glowing crystal she pressed to her chest even now. Cold as deep as that which she and the elf had used to kill the strange eye-creature in the Temple of the Sun crept through her veins, icy tendrils which even magma would be unable to face. Unable to melt.

      The endless depths of Hekara’s shadows had never seen light. Never been unveiled in any way, as the hungry shadows sought greater strength. Now, merciless rays of boundless light riddled them, suffused with arrogance and unwavering illumination which refused to be quenched, just as the shadows refused to let the light destroy them. They savaged one another violently, yet that wasn’t where the conflict ended.

      Hekara’s last nature was that of smoke. Formless, fluid, robbing foes of sight while smothering light. It was the least of the elements Hekara possessed, but was nonetheless an important aspect of her being, part of the reason she’d survived for so long. It battled the creeping crystallization that accompanied the endless frost, forcing magic, mana, and material into rigid stability which amplified and refracted light, while blocking all movement.

      She should’ve perished already. Should’ve died as ice encased her heart, her body vitrified, and light overwhelmed her being, turning her into a monument to hubris. Hekara would have perished already if it weren’t for two things.

      First was the time she’d spent merged with Ruethwyn. As much as Hekara hated her, she also respected the mortal’s unyielding refusal to die. Refusal to back down from a conflict, even if she was soft in all other situations. Oh, how the mortal’s lack of self-confidence frustrated Hekara. As if someone who was unskilled could’ve banished Hekara and her allies when only half-trained!

      Yet the time they’d spent merged gave Hekara the barest inklings of how to handle frost and cold. It gave her insight into the nature of the light she hated so passionately. Together, they’d merged their understandings to create a black, fiery blade which had robbed all heat from its victim. Admittedly, she hadn’t learned much about stone or crystal, but it was the least of the threats at this moment. Besides, she’d seen lava solidify into stone. She’d seen it turn into obsidian. Hekara knew enough, even if crystal was different.

      The other thing keeping her alive was simple. It was hatred.

      Hatred of the Maw of Howling Flames, which had stolen the handful of beings Hekara had grown close to. Hatred of its foe, the Titan of Ten Thousand Blades, who’d drawn the Maw to her fortress. Neither knew what they’d done, but neither would care even if they did. They cared only for their fellow titans or those stronger than them. But they’d know her. One day they would fear, and she’d turn them into naught but memories.

      That was why she survived agony beyond anything she’d experienced. It was why Hekara could sit there, her teeth cracking in her mouth as veins of crystal and ice riddled them. A finger burned away in a burst of all-consuming light; the vitrified bones within shattered when they struck the ground, but she refused to so much as flinch. All her power, all her will focused on a simple task. Incorporating the elements into her being. Not that such was easy, or likely to work.

      The mana core within Hekara warped. The stress had it on the verge of rupturing. Her heart seized and stuttered in her chest; every breath was agony. Her mind wavered under the strain, yet she persevered, unable to allow herself to falter. Unable to let a mere mortal be better than her.

      Ruethwyn had survived dragon fire that could’ve burned Hekara. She’d incorporated that fire into her own body, along with ice beyond anything Hekara had imagined. She’d drawn fire, ice, and light into her body and fused them into one to destroy Hekara once. Even if she’d possessed Hekara’s help, she’d survived a trial which Hekara had fully expected would kill the foolish elf.

      She’d even met the Final Dream and survived its regard. A fact that almost shattered Hekara’s concentration as fear tugged at her.

      Yet she didn’t lose focus, as Hekara refused to be less than a child. A mortal. Hekara had suffered more, survived more, and she would not yield.

      The flames within twisted, shuddering as the frost drew closer to her mana core. As the proportions of frost and flame finally reached equilibrium within her body, Hekara snarled, baring her teeth as she seized the energies and pulled them into her core.

      Fire and ice swirled into Hekara’s core like a tornado, tearing all before it to ribbons. Her core rippled and twisted, on the verge of exploding. She took the next step without hesitation.

      Vitrifying energy rushed into the core, lining it in an instant, yet it occupied the same space as smoke. The two battled and warped, but bombarded by the violence of frost and flame, they compressed together, the lines between the two beginning to blur. Crystal softened, forced to flex beyond its nature, and smoke compressed, almost becoming physical again. Yet it wasn’t enough. She needed more pressure. So Hekara provided it.

      Light flooded her core, instantly clashing with the shadows. The shadows retaliated, tearing into the light amidst the still-raging battle between fire and ice. The impact slammed into her improvised protective lining and proceeded to tear her body apart.

      Several ribs shattered as an ice spike lanced out of Hekara’s chest. Blazing light perforated her lungs. Muscles tore asunder, her vocal cords crystallized, and she spasmed in pain, yet Hekara didn’t stop. She didn’t pull away, not as the pressure did exactly what she’d intended.

      The smoke and crystal compressed together, forced beyond their limits by the violence in Hekara’s core, then merged.

      Hard yet fluid. Formless yet defined. It was the border, the transition point. The liminal stage between elements, and Hekara’s mind expanded with her nature, sending another spasm through her damaged body.

      Yet the transition made all the difference. The liminal barrier around her core was precisely what Hekara needed to keep herself from exploding immediately. What she needed to release was allowed to escape. That which she wished contained, she kept. With a flex of will, the barrier shrank.

      The increased pressure forced the violent elements clashing within Hekara together, and air hissed from her throat and the smoldering punctures in her chest. Their reactions were building swiftly, and unless she tamed them, Hekara would perish even with the new barrier. Her body couldn’t handle the building energy.

      So Hekara sought out the border between the fire and frost as they battled, one raging, the other implacable, unstoppable. With her expanded mind, her expanded self, Hekara found the border… and stripped it away.

      The two energies flowed together, each gaining properties of the other. Implacable, raging flames and burning ice surged violently within Hekara. Air hissed into her lungs as the fire flowing through her veins froze solid. The stone she sat on cracked, shattering from the cold’s intensity.

      Hekara’s mind slowed. Her thoughts began collapsing in on themselves, unable to keep going with the energies twisting inside her. It would kill her in moments if she allowed it to. But Hekara had felt something like this before. She’d created something similar when she and Ruethwyn merged. It took moments, precious moments as her vision darkened, as she grasped for the point she knew existed within the raging storm, her will eroding under its potency.

      She found something and grasped it. Then, with the last dregs of her energy, Hekara pulled.

      Her will yanked twin threads of fire and frost along with it. Gentler threads, ones that epitomized their duality. The two braided, then merged, and Hekara’s body spasmed again as she spun fire and ice into something new.

      Rimefire ignited within her veins. Blue flames jetted from her injuries, and they burned or froze all they touched by turns. Her bones and flesh shuddered as their consistency changed, her mind expanding further as she took in yet another nature, leaving only two to tame.

      Light and darkness. Radiance and shadow. The two battled within her, yet Hekara already knew their truth. She’d seen their nature too often, no matter how much she hated the light.

      Darkness was merely the absence of light. Shadows were cast by light, defined by it. They didn’t coexist. They didn’t meld together… except when they did.

      Hekara’s mind turned to the times she’d been in the mortal world, just before dawn and after sunset. Twilight. She’d heard the word and had been pondering it since she’d decided on this course. So she drew another wheezing breath and imposed the vision on the warring light and shadow within.

      The light bucked in protest. This wasn’t a gentle light. It wasn’t meek and pliable. That wasn’t what Hekara wanted or required. She was a native of Veriduk, the plane of battle. The plane of endless war. Hekara had no need for something gentle. She needed a weapon. A spear that would split the boundless skies just before she plunged it into the heart of the Maw of Howling Flames. So it fought back.

      Her nature didn’t cooperate either. It was the hungry darkness, the hunter that stalked its prey before devouring them whole. It twisted away, rebelling at the thought of being illuminated in any form. It rejected the light with all its strength, warping her bones in its efforts. It fought with all it had to avoid what she was imposing on it.

      Hekara didn’t care what the two elements wanted. While she could’ve used her new understanding to strip the border away, this time she didn’t care to. Shadows were more important to Hekara than fire, and she wouldn’t allow them to defy her.

      The shadows flickered as Hekara’s will crashed down on them, refusing to allow her nature to take control. They spasmed, then went still under the weight of Hekara’s fraying will.

      As the shadows stilled, it removed one of the pressures on the light, which was violently struggling against Hekara’s will with all the strength it possessed. Her breath hissed out again as light speared into her mind painfully, and flickering beams melted sections of the ceiling and walls as she released some pressure, damaging her body further. It focused fully on her will.

      Which was why it reacted slowly when the hungry darkness consumed it.

      The darkness moved suddenly, wrapping around the light in a single movement, enveloping and smothering it. Bolts of light tore through, and Hekara’s body twitched in response, damaged still further. Any mortal would’ve been dead long ago, but she wasn’t mortal.

      The light fought fiercely, but Hekara had a single focus: to consume even an individual mote of light.

      She tore a chunk away at last as the light spasmed, and her shadows unwillingly took a gulp of it. A flickering light, like a distant star, appeared within the shadows, and the balance shifted.

      They’d gained the tiniest resistance to the light’s spears and weakened their opponent in the same move. No matter how small the difference was, it tipped the scales.

      One mote at a time, the darkness consumed the light. Every drop, every ray. And as it did, the shadows lost their original meaning. They became blazing spears of the sun, hidden within the shadows until it was time to strike. The faint twilight, shrouding the world in fog. The gleaming stars that blazed in a sky painted in purple and blue. It was both light and darkness, able to lean into either, yet independent of both. Its nature resonated with liminality and rimefire alike, each on the border, the cusp between opposed elements, yet simultaneously fused.

      Hekara spasmed as her mind expanded again, her nature shifting along with changes to her appearance, both subtle and not. Ice melted. Her crystallized vocal cords softened, gaining flexibility once more. Wounds slowly closed as Hekara’s long trial came to a close.

      When she opened her blazing blue eyes at last, a week had passed, and the crystal she’d been holding was gone. The figures of a half-dozen frozen fiends stood nearby, ones who’d dared investigate the disturbance, their bodies ablaze with rimefire.

      Only then did Hekara begin laughing, and she slowly dragged herself to her feet and limped off, intent on recovering somewhere else, somewhere less likely to draw the attention of the titans.

      “That’s the first step,” Hekara rasped, baring her teeth as her eyes glittered. “Just wait, everyone. You’ll have company in death. I promise.”
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      “You want me to do what?” Shyama stared at her father incredulously, disbelief coursing through her. A faint spark of excitement surged, only for worry to replace it.

      “I’d like you to accompany Ruethwyn and the others when they depart. We intend to send them aboard Star of the Firmament, and the airship will be at their, and at your, disposal while you’re gone. I believe a year abroad would do you good,” Qarvian repeated calmly, his hands clasped in front of him.

      Shyama looked at her mother, not entirely believing what she’d heard.

      Sarai nodded, sitting next to Shyama and placing a hand on her shoulder, her tone filled with gentle understanding. “We’re in agreement. We discussed it extensively. However, we won’t force you to go. We’d like you to, but if you truly object, we won’t force the issue.”

      “But why?” Shyama’s brow furrowed in confusion. “With all the conflicts⁠—”

      “That’s precisely why we want you to go,” Qarvian interjected. He met Shyama’s gaze, his tone so serious it sent chills down her spine. “I’ve performed several dozen divinations regarding the conflict over the last few days, two of which involved you. While the rituals indicated we’ll almost certainly end the conflict within the year, You’d be in more danger if you stayed.”

      “Beyond which, they also indicate such would help you grow as a mage.” Sarai hadn’t changed positions, still looking at Shyama gently. “We believe that seeing the world outside Corval would allow you to gain a deeper understanding of how everything fits together. It might be the breakthrough you need to more fully understand symbology.”

      “But the choice is yours, Shyama,” her father finished, resting his elbows on his knees as he met her gaze.

      Shyama nervously toyed with her new bracelet rather than replying. Her maternal grandfather had given it to her after the attack. It was a beautiful thing, intended to protect her, should the worst come to pass. But mostly she was fiddling with it to help her think.

      Her mother gently pulled away, giving Shyama space.

      The idea of running away while her family was in harm’s way was unpleasant. Yet Shyama was relieved by the offer, something which ashamed her. She’d been terrified when the pirates attacked. It was nothing like the handful of duels she’d participated in. There was no teacher to protect her from an errant spell or blade. No wards to ensure her safety. It had been frightening beyond belief. Her cowardice churned in her stomach, yet hiding from it wouldn’t help. She didn’t want to fight others. She didn’t want to be in danger.

      She probably wouldn’t have thought about it a few weeks ago. Then Shyama had been more concerned with her classes, the regard of her peers, and the respect she was due. Yet the encounter with Ruethwyn changed everything. The knowledge of how close she’d been to death in the library was the first blow. Her parents’ disapproval in the aftermath had sent her reeling, but she’d still felt she was better. That she could handle anyone outside Corval, assuming they weren’t much older than her.

      That was before the attack. Before pirates had boarded Star of the Firmament to abduct her, kill the crew, and steal the airship. Before she’d seen Ruethwyn, an elf who was only a few years her senior, engage the pirates without hesitation. Where Shyama would’ve fallen in seconds, the elf had won. Yes, Shyama had a small part in that victory, but it’d shaken her confidence. As had how the fiend felled Ruethwyn in an instant. How could she consider herself superior to them?

      But there was more to think about than just that. She’d never been outside Corval’s borders, save for a single trip through the teleportation network to Codex Island when she was young. The trip was little more than a fuzzy memory, but she thought it’d been for an auction. She hated to admit it, but the thought of leaving Corval scared Shyama. She had no idea what to expect from venturing into less civilized regions.

      On the other hand, Ruethwyn’s actions to stop the attack, and her servant or friend, Anara? Those stuck in her mind. They were a heavy weight she found herself thinking about over, and over and over again. Worrying over it, like the gerbil Magus Indras kept would worry at a corn husk. She kept remembering how Ruethwyn looked amidst combat, her eyes clear and expression calm as she fended off the pirate captain. How her crystalline hair had caught the light… and her scream of unimaginable pain when the fiend stabbed her.

      That scream echoed in Shyama’s mind, refusing to die. She’d woken in the middle of the night twice, sweating and shaking as that cry echoed in her dreams. Nightmares, truthfully.

      Shyama didn’t know what she felt toward Ruethwyn. Fascination, fear, or something else? She just didn’t know. Her stomach wrenched as she thought… and she finally admitted the truth.

      “I don’t know.” She looked down at the bracelet nervously, turning it over and over. “I don’t want to leave home, but being in danger if we’re attacked… it makes my stomach clench. I feel nauseous. I’m afraid of traveling. We were attacked by pirates in Corwal, aboard an airship! How much worse might other countries be? And even if I wanted to, would they let me? And what about you? What about the rest of the family?”

      Her parents exchanged a concerned glance. Shyama only caught it from the corner of her eye, but she suppressed the resulting spike of worry. She refused to let it show on her face.

      “Those most at risk are being evacuated from the region as well. Your uncle is taking his children with him to perform maintenance and expand the southern network into Algaria. We wouldn’t normally take such a low-paying job, but under the circumstances it was considered worthwhile. Rethma is taking a position at the Rantoran College of Magic to teach the basics of symbology, as well as how our spheres came about. The divinations indicate everyone else is in far less danger.” Qarvian’s calm assurance eased Shyama’s worries, even if they didn’t vanish. “Your mother and I are accomplished magi, and we’ve had to fight enough times that we’re confident in defending ourselves. We’ll also be reinforcing our defenses.”

      Sarai nodded, her tone encouraging. “Indeed. My father is going to be quite busy making more bracelets like that one for the next few weeks. As for Ruethwyn, we asked her before broaching the subject with you. She discussed it with her companions, and they agreed that, should you desire to accompany them, you may. If you do, they’re planning to visit the Karakars’ Great Library before returning home. I believe you’d find it educational.”

      Shyama blinked as confusion replaced much of her concern, mostly because she was only vaguely aware of the name.

      Her brow furrowed, and she hesitated. Then Shyama ventured. “Karakar? Like that strange elf who visited Grandfather years ago, trying to find the rest of a shattered tablet? The redhead? And their ‘Great Library?’ What’s that?”

      Her father nodded, a wry smile creeping across his face as he murmured. “I see there needs to be a change in the curriculum if you haven’t heard of them or their Great Library. But yes, that was a member of their organization.”

      “The Karakar are better known as the Lorekeepers. I’m not familiar with their origin or history, but they’re a group of elves, and other species these days, who obsessively gather knowledge. While there may be equally expansive libraries in the world, I’m not aware of any. I’m told their archives are incredibly deep,” Sarai explained, almost as if she hadn’t heard Qarvian.

      “Several of their members visit every fifty years to update their records regarding our spheres, for instance. But the Great Library is where they keep their archives, and a city has grown around it. I’ve never visited, but my father has.”

      “Oh. I… I think I’m going to have to consider it more. I just don’t know.” Anxiety ate at Shyama, and she wished this were easier.

      “We know, dear. We know. And you have a few days to make your decision as well. It’ll take time to prepare the airship, and Ruethwyn has only just been allowed out of bed,” Sarai assured her. Shyama nodded slowly.

      “Alright. I’ll think about it and tell you as soon as I decide.”

      Her parents just smiled at her. It made Shyama feel even guiltier.
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      As a twinge of pain shot up her spine again, Ruethwyn forced herself to ignore the sensation. Essryl had been right; there was phantom pain from time to time, particularly when she moved the shoulder the pain fiend had stabbed. She tried to ignore it as she focused on the view.

      The Orrus estate was bigger than what most of Selwyn’s nobility possessed. It was almost as big as the royal palace, all built on a chunk of stone and earth which seemed like they’d torn it from the ground and suspended it in the sky, then had the bottom flattened so they could land if needed.

      The estate itself was beautiful. Several mansions housed hundreds of people, most of them servants, but the clan numbered in the dozens at a minimum. While Ruethwyn had seen elven families that were as large, most of them spanned six or seven generations, not three, maybe four. Well-maintained gardens covered large sections along with water features. There were numerous statues, an entire skimmer depot with twenty skimmers, three airship docks, and extensive railings to keep anyone from accidentally walking off the isle’s edge.

      It was just as well. Ruethwyn didn’t think she’d be in danger, but as the wind tossed her hair while she leaned against a sturdy railing, she could understand people being distracted. Or buffeted at the wrong moment.

      She’d seen some of the view from her room, but Ruethwyn hadn’t truly seen it. The angles involved ensured it felt more like she was looking from a cliff or such, and it didn’t give a proper idea of their position.

      Corwal was below them. Even the tallest of the towers was much lower than the estate, allowing Ruethwyn to see far into the distance. She thought she saw some of Estran’s buildings to the east, though it was hard to be certain. She could see far into the Sea of Mists to their north, past the extensive port along the coast a few miles away. The sails of dozens of ships dotted the water, barely visible as white dots and squares in the distance.

      The damage to the city wasn’t as obvious as Ruethwyn had feared. Yes, she could see some, but the city looked mostly intact, save for a handful of buildings which had collapsed. She was certain she’d be able to see more if she were on the ground, but the various civic magi had probably repaired a lot while she was incapacitated. There were plenty of people in the streets, looking more like ants from this vantage point. It helped remind her how very, very small everyone was.

      “I should probably contract an air elemental.” Ruethwyn’s murmur was absent as she tried to keep her hair out of her face and mouth. Mostly in vain, but she tried.

      “Oh? Don’t you have enough elementals to deal with as it is?” Sella asked with a curious glance. Curious and exasperated, really. Ruethwyn noticed how her cornrows were doing an excellent job of keeping her hair under control, though the braids had whacked her a few times. “Especially if you’re going to be getting two more in the near future.”

      “Well, yes, but that doesn’t mean I don’t want to branch out more.” Ruethwyn knew she was being defensive, but she couldn’t help herself. “I’d also like to pick up earth magic. It would be useful in plenty of situations. Not to mention that I’m curious how well I could do with Corval’s spheres. They use a completely different approach, and⁠—”

      Sella kissed her firmly, derailing Ruethwyn’s chain of thought. She stiffened momentarily, her eyes widening, then slowly relaxed into the kiss, enjoying every moment.

      Then Sella broke it off and glowered at her, scolding quietly. “I shouldn’t have gotten you started. You make me feel like an underachiever, Rue.”

      Ruethwyn blushed, brushing her hair back again. It jumped into her mouth the instant it opened.

      After spitting out her hair, and quickly casting a spell to secure it in a series of braids which she wrapped around her head, Ruethwyn shook her head firmly.

      “You’ve pretty much caught up with me in circles. I’m only a little ahead of you there. It won’t be long before you pass me, and then what? I’m just… trying to leverage the strengths I have,” Ruethwyn explained, trying to express what she felt. “If it weren’t for my elementals, I’d be even farther behind. And now that you’ve learned the soul partition, I’m going to lose that advantage.”

      Sella stared at Ruethwyn in disbelief for a moment, then scoffed. Her response was blunt. “That’s a load of deer shit.”

      “What?” Ruethwyn recoiled, a little taken aback.

      “How many spheres are you at least third circle in?” Sella folded her arms as she stared at Ruethwyn.

      “Um.” Ruethwyn’s brow furrowed as she started counting internally.

      She was only first circle in air and life magic, something she wanted to fix. Light was at the pinnacle of the second circle, but hadn’t pushed into the third yet. Cloth and mind were both at third, but cloth had reached its limits without further guidance. Artificing, energy, fire, and nature were at fourth circle, ice and shadow were her best at fifth, though ice was on the verge of breaking through to sixth.

      “Eight, but one of those is cloth, which has—” Ruethwyn began, but cut off as Sella to put a finger to her lips. Her reply lacked much humor.

      “No, none of that, Rue. You know what I have? I have air at fifth, life at fourth, energy at third, artificing at second, and all the others I’ve dabbled in are first circle. Sure, I have a half-dozen of those, but that’s it. I’ve put everything I can into pushing my comprehension in three spheres, and I have less than half the number you’ve reached third circle with so far with. Besides, how many of those do you not have elementals for?”

      Sella’s eyes narrowed as she waited for an answer.

      Ruethwyn wilted slightly, flushing guiltily as she looked away. “Um, three? Artificing, cloth, and energy.”

      “Energy. One of the hardest spheres to advance, which I’ve barely gotten to third circle, and you’ve gotten there without the assistance of an elemental. Not to mention artificing, that’s one of your best spheres, which you use all the time, and elementals don’t help you with it.” Sella paused, and gently flicked Ruethwyn’s nose, causing her to jerk back. “You’re terrifying, Rue. Stop putting yourself down.”

      Ruethwyn flushed, reaching up to rub her nose again. She didn’t completely agree, and opened her mouth to say as much. Only for the wind to die down as a subtle weave of magic washed over them. Then a voice interrupted.

      “I agree with your companion, young lady. I may not have caught all of the conversation, but I believe I caught the essential points,” a man interjected, his elven heavily accented.

      Ruethwyn turned, and her eyes widened at the sight of the slowly approaching man.

      The human was elderly, with a fair number of wrinkles, particularly around his eyes and on his hands. He had tanned skin and thinning white hair. He used a cane to walk, though he barely seemed to need it, and wore fine clothing. Dark brown eyes appraised them, but that wasn’t what caused Ruethwyn’s eyes to widen. It was the aura she sensed from him.

      His magic was in the upper reaches of the eighth circle, possibly at its peak, on the verge of breaking through to become an archmage. Beyond that, the magic swirling within him was thick and potent, almost suffocating in its intensity. The cane, a length of dark brown wood with silver runes along its length, pulsed with intense magic.

      Ruethwyn quickly curtsied and swore internally as her left leg took the chance to twitch uncomfortably. She swayed but steadied herself after a moment. Sella followed her example, minus the swaying.

      “Greetings, Grandmaster. My apologies, I didn’t notice you approaching.” Ruethwyn respectfully greeted him.

      “Of course you didn’t, young lady. I was concealing myself, wishing to see the young lady Qarvian brought into our home. I hoped to see you in a natural setting.” The elderly man chuckled dryly, then gestured them up. “Stand up. Seeing your legs bend like that makes my knees hurt. I’m Etran Orrus, patriarch of the family. Why don’t you introduce yourselves? While I’m confident I know who you are, it’s best to be certain.”

      Ruethwyn glanced at Sella as they straightened. Her eyes were also wide, but she nodded in response to Ruethwyn’s unspoken question.

      “I… of course, sir. I’m Ruethwyn Sylaris, a native of Selwyn,” she respectfully told him. “It’s an honor to meet you.”

      “Sella Vintas, also of Selwyn.” Sella had a hint of anxiety in her eyes as she looked Etran over.

      He nodded, grunting in satisfaction as he moved up to the railing beside them. It was almost as if he didn’t care about their identities. Etran looked across the city to the south, his gaze intense. When he spoke, his tone was more musing than anything else.

      “Yes, that’s who I thought you were. I wish I’d reached the same circles as you when I was your age. Alas, I was too concerned with trying to master swordplay so I could control dozens of blades with the one I wielded. Spent a lot of wasted time on something which ended up being a fool’s errand.” He glanced at Ruethwyn appraisingly, then smirked. “Regardless, like I said, I agree with your companion. What you’ve achieved is impressive, even for a channeler. Truthfully, especially for a channeler.”

      A hint of panic rushed through Ruethwyn, and she found her back stiffening. He was the head of the family, which made him exceptionally powerful, and if he took exception to her being a channeler… it wouldn’t end well.

      Ruethwyn paused, then picked her words carefully. “Um, how do you mean, if I may ask?”

      “Yeah, it sounds like you know from personal experience,” Sella agreed, nodding carefully.

      Etran chuckled and shook his head.

      “Not personal experience. I wouldn’t have my position if I’d dabbled in channeling!” He grinned as he turned to them, his tone turning rather cheerful. “That being said, I’ve known a number of channelers. Some families prefer to pretend they don’t exist, but I’ve always felt that was shortsighted. No, I wanted to understand them. Figure out how they worked, why they use the magic they do, and more. It would help if there was a conflict, and it also helped me improve my understanding of symbology. I’m glad I’ve never had to fight them, and I still have a few channeler acquaintances I’d even call friends.”

      He paused, glancing at the horizon again. Ruethwyn blinked in surprise at the admission.

      “But I meant what I said. Most channelers I’ve met are content to focus on a single sphere, never branching out. Most wouldn’t consider trying to learn a sphere without the benefit of an elemental to guide them. Few are willing to change contracts, or risk new ones that haven’t been contracted by others before. You’re an exception, young lady.” Etran continued his explanation. “Beyond which, I’ve heard about your studies. If I weren’t certain you’d say no, as you have other things to do, I’d offer to sponsor you, allowing you to attend the Tower of Nine. I’m curious how far you could go here. Alas, I don’t believe that will happen.”

      Air caught in Ruethwyn’s throat, her eyes widening. What he’d said about channelers… she’d seen something like that during her interactions with the Association of Those Who Walk Beyond. Even Gemorian, who she assumed was their leader, had only shown a single sphere, though he’d been interested in contracting a nature elemental as well. His wife had given up on the spell that Ruethwyn used to style her hair the moment she heard it was part of the cloth sphere. It was odd. Their wariness of new elementals was far more understandable, but none of that was what startled her.

      No, it was what he’d said. That he’d be willing to sponsor her to attend Corval’s most renowned academy of magic. Something rarely offered to people outside Corval, if at all. And gods, how she wished she could take him up on it. She wished she could… but she couldn’t.

      Sella didn’t seem to realize the full implications, based on her more muted reaction. At least she seemed to realize it was impressive, but… she just raised her eyebrows, blinking before looking at Ruethwyn. Her response had nothing to do with the offer.

      “See? I said you were good.”

      Ruethwyn glared at her, incredulity filling her voice. “That’s all you have to say? He offered to sponsor me! I don’t know of any outsiders who’ve been accepted into their academy! Let alone with my type of magic. I’d expect to be barred from the school. Gods, if I felt like I could, I’d go for it in a heartbeat. Unfortunately, I don’t see how I can.”

      Etran chuckled softly, mirth dancing in his eyes. “Ah, but you aren’t a channeler. Aren’t you an atavist? And your techniques have little in common with channelers, as you have different origins. Obviously, they’re completely different.”

      Sella raised a finger, her jaw working soundlessly as she looked between them, shock and annoyance playing across her face, then she lowered her hand and her head in disgust. Her tone turned tart. “I didn’t realize. And that sounds like it’s little more than a technicality, sir.”

      “It is,” he agreed, his eyes twinkling as he nodded toward the horizon. “Yet with recent events, I believe Corval needs to change. Bringing more people into the fold who can expand the horizons of young ones might be exactly what we need. Alas, such is not to be. Consider it further, young lady. I’m not sure the next head of the family will feel the same, but if I’m still around, our doors will be open to you.”

      “Um, thank you?” Ruethwyn replied uncertainly, watching as he wandered back toward the primary residence.

      She only jumped a little as Essryl appeared next to her, seemingly from nowhere. Sella jumped more, spinning to glare at the Illisyr.

      “Would you stop doing that?” she demanded.

      “No.” Essryl
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