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      During the summer of 2017, sometime around June if my memory is accurate, I conceived of an anthology of short stories called Before the Godsrage. I was planning for three novella to short novel-length stories that would be in it, explaining some of the history behind the Ancient Dreams trilogy of Ancient Ruins, Spells of Old, and Halls of Power. I already had the first of the novellas complete, a story called Into the Eternal Wood, which is included at the end of this volume. The first story which I came up with to accompany it was called Marin’s Codex, while the second took much more work, but I was planning on a story following the vampire Kassandra in the Kingdom of Everium.

      That plan was shredded when the two characters of Marin’s Codex refused to stay in the neat little boxes I’d planned for their story. As the manuscript exceeded the length I’d originally expected, the story was still getting going. The cast expanded, and the story grew more complex. Instead of having a minor novella, it grew into its own novel.

      Marin’s Codex is almost an accident, but a happy one for me, though the story has elements of grief as well. This is the story of Emonael and Marin, and for those of you who have not read the Ancient Dreams trilogy . . . this story likely won’t spoil much about that storyline, but you’ll understand more if you read it first, and that’s my recommendation.

      Now, if you’ll excuse me, I need to go dab tears from my eyes. This novel took a lot out of me.
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      Rissia set down the stack of books with a sigh, taking a moment to pop her back. The work of keeping the library in order was a never-ending task, especially with Her Lady’s occasional odd demands that a book be copied, then damaged and placed in some remote corner of the mortal realms. Someone had to do it, and the task usually fell to Rissia. It was often thankless work, but Rissia wouldn’t trade it for anything else in the multiverse.

      The succubus looked around the library at the heart of the Illusionary Sphere, as Emonael’s realm was called, and couldn’t help but smile. The library might look immense to most visitors, larger than virtually any library in all the planes, but almost none of them had seen how space folded inside the shelves to grant nearly limitless space. The sheer breadth of knowledge available was why Rissia had volunteered for the position as Emonael’s personal assistant so many centuries before, and what she’d learned made every backache and bit of effort worthwhile.

      Her smile faded slightly as the succubus looked at the small set of shelves in the center of the library, the ten lonely tomes protected by magics that Rissia couldn’t comprehend more than the most basic theory of. The ten volumes of Marin’s Codex were Emonael’s prize beyond all other knowledge, and her goddess guarded access to the last three volumes more jealously than a dragon hoarded treasure or a demon would hoard souls. They represented knowledge that Rissia was curious about, and answers that she might never learn. Considering recent events in the mortal kingdom of Kelvanis, that was . . . frustrating.

      “Is something the matter, Rissia?” Emonael’s voice startled Rissia, but she barely reacted to the sound of her own voice, turning to face her goddess with a bob of respect.

      As always, Emonael was a near-perfect mirror of Rissia with her coloration reversed. Where Rissia’s eyes were crimson, Emonael’s were blue, and while her own skin was pale, Emonael’s was pitch-black. Even her conservative tan dress had been turned a dark, dark brown.

      “Nothing of import, Milady,” Rissia replied politely, shrugging as she continued, knowing that Emonael preferred honesty about such things. “Just some idle curiosity that I doubt you’ll sate.”

      “Oh? Regarding what?” Emonael asked, tilting her head curiously, her tone speculative. “I saw you looking toward the Codices, so it’s likely one of three things. You’re curious about the contents of the last books, about Marin, or about my relationship with Marin. Am I right?”

      “You are, Milady. As usual, I might add.” Rissia let out a soft sigh as she picked up a book and shelved it in the proper place, explaining herself. “It’s the last, actually. Considering what you did, and how you said it was to repay a debt . . . I just had to wonder why you felt so strongly about her. I’ve never seen you pay anyone as close of attention as you have to Marin, and it just baffles me. Does anyone know the story?”

      “Hmm, that makes sense. I suppose what I’ve done would stoke anyone’s curiosity, let alone my most devoted librarian and researcher,” Emonael mused, then smirked and added. “And the answer to your question is yes. Two that I’m aware of know the story, Rissia. Fate and Time themselves.”

      “Ah. Well then, that may as well be no one, at least as far as I’m concerned. It isn’t as if they’ll share their knowledge,” Rissia replied with a sigh. Mentally, she reluctantly shelved that particular curiosity among the others she’d never have answered, at least until Emonael spoke again.

      “You’re right. I do believe it’s time for that to change, though,” the goddess murmured, then gestured at Rissia. “Come along, Rissia. Let’s pull back the curtain on a part of my past, shall we?”

      “Are you serious, Milady?” Rissia asked in disbelief, but quickly followed the goddess as she walked toward the back of the library.

      Emonael made a series of elegant gestures, murmuring soft words as brilliant white sigils ignited in mid-air, and moments later the air split open in a shimmering, mirror-sheened portal ahead of her. Glancing over her shoulder, the goddess grinned. “Quite serious. Come along, this chance doesn’t come around every millennium, hmm?”

      “Of course!” Rissia replied, watching Her Lady vanish through the portal, and quickly following her.

      The portal shimmered and played over her skin like ice water for a long moment and Rissia couldn’t help but notice a magical field carefully examining her. The portal was a security measure in its own right, she realized, and if it found her unwelcome, she simply wouldn’t make it out the other side. Fortunately, she did, and an instant later she was in another library, but this one far less impressive than the one she lived in.

      Instead of towering stacks that climbed hundreds of feet into the air, these were only about twenty feet high. They also didn’t contain countless volumes, instead appearing to hold no more than five thousand tomes at most to Rissia’s practiced eye. Yet there was something about them that felt familiar, and it took her a moment to place what it was. When she looked more closely at the bindings of the books, Rissia’s eyes widened and she gasped.

      “M-milady? Are these . . . ?” Rissia began, but paused as she looked at her goddess, who for the first time in Rissia’s memory wasn’t in the shape of someone else in the same room.

      Emonael had taken the shape of an elven woman, tall and shapely with brown hair down to her buttocks and wearing the simple robes of a scholar. She was pretty, but appeared as a mortal, and the goddess took a reverent step forward and caressed the spine of a book. Nearby was a desk that seemed oddly out of place, the planks worn by time but with an inkwell, quill, and beaten copper mug sitting on it.

      “Yes, Rissia. These books were almost all written by Marin herself, or by me while I was her apprentice. You’re looking on the research that Marin used to write the Codices.” Emonael’s voice was hushed, and she smiled gently as she looked over at Rissia. “The Codices themselves may be priceless, but they will never tell the reader of the work that went into creating them. In many ways, they’re a shallow representation of a life’s work. This, though? This is what she used. What we used, for I was honored to assist her where I could. Even so, I must admit that the hardest work was her own.”

      “This is amazing, Milady, but . . . but did you not exceed her in the end?” Rissia asked, looking around in awe. No matter that the knowledge here was ancient and had been improved upon, the sheer history it represented excited her more than she could express.

      “Despite her protests to the contrary, I’m not certain, Rissia. Perhaps I did, and perhaps not. See, I had no hand in the final experiment Marin performed, which allowed her to write the tenth volume. I didn’t write a word of that volume, Rissia, and I’ve never been able to determine how she learned what she did,” Emonael replied, following a row of books until she came to a particular volume with a different binding than the others. “Here we are. I don’t know if I exceeded her, Rissia. Marin’s death was sudden, and it came before I ever knew the full extent of what she could have accomplished. That, dear Rissia, will haunt me for all the days of my life. Because it’s truly lost knowledge.”

      “What do you mean?” Rissia asked, taking the book when it was offered to her. She stroked the ancient binding, still preserved like it was new. “What is this?”

      “You hold in your hands what I recorded about my time with Marin, Rissia,” Emonael explained quietly, smiling as she shrugged. “Not everything, of course. Even I didn’t know all of Marin’s thoughts, and she didn’t write down everything she learned. That is my journal, from the time I came to the mortal plane to the day that I inherited this archive. Read it, Rissia. Learn from it. And when you’re done, return to the Library. It’s time that someone else knew at least a fragment of the truth.”

      With that soft explanation, Emonael turned and walked through the portal, leaving it shimmering behind her. For a long moment, Rissia stared after her, then slowly opened the book with trembling fingers. The idea that she was holding one of the earliest artifacts of Emonael’s rise to power, that she was going to learn what almost no one else knew, stunned her. Yet at the same time, Rissia found herself eager. So, she opened to the first page and began to read.

      When will mortals learn that when demons obey after being summoned, they’re merely humoring their summoners, not that we’re actually bound by their silly circles? Oh, I’m certain that a few summoners are able to perform proper bindings, but most of these mortals are astoundingly ignorant. The fool who called me forth had a circle that wouldn’t have contained an imp, let alone a newly born demon lord. In all honesty, perhaps I should have thanked him for summoning me out of the morass that the lower planes are at the moment, but I was a touch wroth, and he’s currently rather firmly out of reach. Ah, well.

      I cannot believe how savage the wars going on in the lower planes are becoming. I’m not even the lord of a major sin, like Lust or Wrath, and I have no less than fifty other demons after my head. Considering that, perhaps I’d best lay low on the mortal plane for a while and let things stabilize. Most mortals are too weak to actually be a threat, after all.

      In fact, something that my summoner said was rather intriguing. The bumbling magi of a nearby elven kingdom are apparently forming something they call a ‘mage association’ at the directive of their country in the hopes of swelling their magical power. He wanted me to go assassinate a bunch of them, but it sounds far too ideal of a place for a succubus to lay low. I’m the demon lord of illusions, so it should be easy. Besides, young elven magi are just so scrumptious.
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      The Pharos Mage Association wasn’t quite what Emonael had expected, and she looked around the grounds in amusement.

      A fieldstone fence surrounded what she suspected had once been a few farmers’ fields and a half dozen copses of trees. It was on several acres of land just outside the small town of Maple Lake, with the grounds backing up against the forest itself. A road from the town led those seeking the Association to a large wooden building that must house the majority of the members of the Association, though she wasn’t entirely certain of that. There was a handful more buildings, but the ones that caught her attention were the five towers.

      Each of the towers was different, and Emonael suspected that their designs reflected something about the residents of the towers, not that she expected that most of the prospective students would notice. The central tower was fifty feet tall, octagonal, and solidly built yet plain. The windows were of bubbled, green-tinted glass, but it somehow struck her as the sturdiest of the towers. Emonael thought that the owner was likely unassuming but confident in their power.

      Near the first tower was another, this one far more flamboyant in appearance. The stones were largely black, with obsidian being common, and the owner had crimson patterns with a flame motif running up the sides of the sixty-foot tower. The windows were of fine glass, and she could see crimson drapes within, which amused her to some extent. The sheer flamboyance betrayed both arrogance and confidence, she thought, but possibly insecurity as well.

      Even so, in Emonael’s opinion, the third tower was the most ornate of the lot, showing a particular love of appearances. The tower was smaller, only forty feet tall, but the white marble sides had been polished smooth save for the dozens of tiny holes along them that played music with every gust of the wind over them. The racket would get on her nerves if it weren’t so far away from the main building.

      Almost as different was the nearest tower, which was slightly to the west of the main building. Somehow, the tower had been grown from a half dozen trees, and while it was the shortest of the towers, it had numerous side buildings, and the branches intrigued Emonael. Yet in some ways, it was the last of the towers that drew her attention the most.

      All of the other buildings looked relatively new, perhaps a few years old, but with paths worn into the ground between them. The last tower was at the far east of the grounds, a large manor house wrapped around a tower that rose a mere thirty feet, and which might have once been a watchtower. Unlike the others, it had to be the better part of a century old, yet there was something odd about it to Emonael’s eyes. The masonry might be old, but it was meticulously taken care of, and the windows were largely blocked by shutters, but the ones which weren’t blocked had panes of fine glass. Even stranger, the path leading to the tower was barely visible, as though people rarely approached it at all.

      In the end, the Pharos Mage Association looked interesting. Dozens of families surrounded the main building, primarily elves and a few half elves, but she also saw a handful of humans approaching too. It wasn’t too surprising since this was the Association’s annual open testing for anyone who chose to visit. It was why she was showing up, after all.

      Emonael had to resist the urge to preen as she walked toward the door, noticing the attention she was attracting from many of the other prospective students and their families. She had spent nearly a full day working on her appearance for her application, since she didn’t want to be stuck in a body she hated for potentially years. Striking the right balance between beauty and believability had been difficult, but the attention proved it’d been worth spending the time in the end. Even so, she’d been forced to be more conservative than she would’ve preferred, but such was the price of living in the mortal world.

      A fairly handsome half-elf with dark brown hair got the door for Emonael, smiling nervously at her, and she gave him a warm, ever so slightly suggestive smile in return as she spoke. “Thank you.”

      “You’re w-welcome,” the young man answered, his eyes following her almost reverently as she swept into the foyer confidently.

      The entrance to the building was large but crowded, and several desks had a number of harried-looking young scribes or scholars sitting at them, quickly noting down the names of those applying to become apprentices. Emonael quickly glanced over the four lines and chose the one where the scribe looked most composed, then settled in to wait.

      “Hello!” The woman just ahead of Emonael turned and smiled at her, the young woman looking slightly nervous. She was pretty, with mid-length straw-blond hair and a scattering of freckles that made her brown eyes seem a little warmer. “I’m Damiya, Damiya Dawnbreak. Who’re you?”

      “I’m Emonael Teardrop. It’s nice to meet you, Damiya.” Emonael replied, smiling in return as she nodded. “I imagine we’re here for the same reason, so . . . what do you think your chances are?”

      “I’m not sure. We had a hedge witch in town, and she said I had talent, but who really knows?” Damiya admitted, shrugging helplessly. “I’m hoping that I’ll pass, but I’m pretty nervous about it. It isn’t every day you have the chance to become the apprentice of a real mage, let alone a High Mage! What about you?”

      “That’s very true. As for me, I’ve had a little training, enough that I’m fairly certain I’ll pass. Whether or not I can find a teacher whose magic I can learn is an entirely different story, though,” Emonael replied, smiling at the earnest young woman. Damiya was attractive enough, and after a moment the demon decided that she wouldn’t mind sleeping with the young woman. Considering why she was here, she was largely categorizing the students and staff on that basis, not on actual talent. She might need to be wary of the High Magi, but even there she was confident.

      “Damn, that’s lucky. I wish I’d had a chance like that.” Another voice came from behind Emonael, and she turned to meet the envious gaze of the young man who’d gotten the door for her, though it looked like he’d tried to straighten his dark brown hair in the meantime, and his eyes were much darker than Damiya’s. “I’m guessing I have a talent, but this entire trip is something of a risk. I hope I do.”

      Emonael smiled at the man, nodding to him as she replied. “I can understand that, I suppose, but I’ve only had the basics taught to me. A light spell and a few other things, really. Thank you for getting the door for me earlier. I’m Emonael, and this is Damiya. And you are?”

      “Christoff Sormal, at your service,” the young man replied, smiling with obvious happiness. “It’s nice to meet both of you, and it was my pleasure.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Christoff,” Emonael replied gently, nodding to him, then taking a step forward as the line moved. “I do hope you pass, as well.”

      “Do you have any idea what the test will be like, Emonael?” Damiya asked nervously. “I haven’t heard anything about it. I really hope it isn’t painful.”

      “I’m afraid I’m just as in the dark as you are. I had a natural talent, something that was obvious without testing, so I was picked up early,” Emonael told her with a helpless shrug. “I doubt that it’d be painful, but there’s really no way for me to know.”

      “That’s fair, I guess. I’m just nervous,” Damiya admitted, and a moment later the line moved again, putting the young woman next.

      Emonael didn’t reply, keeping quiet as she saw the scribe quickly wave the person ahead of Damiya aside, then the man spoke in a brisk tone. “Name and hometown, please?”

      “Damiya Dawnbreak, of Fairwater.” The young woman replied, then hesitated a moment before asking. “Umm, if you don’t mind me asking . . . is the test difficult, or painful?”

      “Hmm? Oh, no. It’s easy and painless. If you’ll go through that door there, join the line and you can see how it works,” the scribe replied, smiling momentarily. “I don’t have time to explain. Move along.”

      “Oh, umm, as you say,” Damiya replied, nodding nervously and heading for the door in the back of the room. Emonael stepped forward and spoke without giving the scribe a chance to speak.

      “Emonael Teardrop of Nemea Lake,” she told him confidently. The man’s eyebrows rose a fraction, but he simply dipped his quill in his inkwell and wrote down the information.

      “Thank you. Go right ahead,” the scribe replied, nodding as he continued. “Next, please!”

      Emonael stepped into the next room and paused behind Damiya, looking at the room in amusement. There were a dozen people lined up, and a pair of magi in robes were in the center of the room, a scribe just behind them. Both magi were in gray robes, and the man was currently holding a faceted crystal orb the size of Emonael’s fist. The most interesting part to Emonael was that the crystal was glowing brightly with a bluish light.

      “It looks like if it glows when you hold the orb, you have magical talent enough to pass the test. Easy, I guess, but kind of scary.” Damiya explained, and Emonael nodded in understanding.

      “You’re right, that’s easy enough. I wonder how the orb works,” Emonael mused, inwardly amused. If it was that simple, likely as not the orb was checking the holder to see if they naturally had mana, in which case any demon would pass the test.

      “I don’t know, I just hope it’s accurate!” Damiya said nervously, just as Christoff stepped into line behind them, followed by a couple of other applicants.

      One prospective student after another stepped forward, and most of them slumped as the orb was placed in their hands and the light promptly died. In the case of one, it never dimmed, and the young man was quickly taken aside, his face beaming with delight. One other had light inside the orb, but it was dim, and the two magi discussed for a few moments before he was admitted as well. Then it was finally Damiya’s turn.

      “Stand here and hold the orb when I hand it to you. It’s heavy; do not drop it,” the man explained sternly, frowning at Damiya as he paused.

      “Y-yes, sir,” Damiya replied, swallowing visibly as she stood up straighter. For a long moment they waited, then the female mage nodded.

      “Alright, we’re ready,” the woman spoke in satisfaction, and it took Emonael a moment to realize that there was a faint spell in the center of the room where Damiya was standing. The mage was powering it, and Emonael had to wonder what it did.

      As the man placed the orb in Damiya’s hands, the light flickered slightly, dimming a bit but not as much as the one who’d been discussed earlier. At the sight, the male mage nodded firmly. “Looks like you have a midrange talent, at least. Welcome to the Association, if you still wish to join.”

      “Of course I do!” Damiya exclaimed, her eyes lighting up at the offer and clutching the orb more tightly. “I wouldn’t be here if I didn’t want to join!”

      “Excellent, if you’ll go through that door, as soon as there are enough of you, one of the others will give an orientation,” the man replied, extending a hand to retrieve the orb.

      “Thank you!” Damiya told him gratefully, giving Emonael a broad smile as she left the room and Emonael stepped into her place.

      Emonael listened to the man’s warning and nodded, but focused on the spell around her for the moment, trying to figure out what it was doing. Finally, she realized that it was isolating her from surrounding mana to keep the orb from drawing mana from anything but what was inside the spell, and she smiled as she realized her suspicion was likely correct; the orb simply detected the presence of mana.

      Taking the orb, which was as heavy as she expected, the demon smiled as instead of simply maintaining the light within it, the light grew even stronger, prompting a gasp from the female mage, her eyes widening as she murmured. “Oh, gods! That’s . . .”

      “Absolutely incredible. You’ve the most talent we’ve seen yet! We’d love to welcome you into the Association, miss!” the man interjected in excitement.

      “It’s why I came here, and I’m glad that I passed,” Emonael replied, smiling as she handed back the crystal and stepped toward the door in question, glancing around and seeing the looks of shock and envy from almost everyone in the room. A part of her wished that she’d known how to conceal some of her mana, as the attention was going to make things interesting.

      Still, she stepped through the door that was indicated and into a smaller, much more comfortable chamber. Unlike the utilitarian previous room, this one had a fireplace, cushioned chairs, and several tables. There were four others in the room, obviously the other prospective students since she recognized the three who’d passed the test earlier. Damiya was sitting down and grinning broadly as she waved Emonael over.

      “I can hardly believe I made it! And I saw your display; that’s amazing!” Damiya exclaimed, almost bouncing in her chair as Emonael sat. A moment later, Christoff stepped into the room.

      “I may have talent, but who knows how it’ll turn out? I might not be able to find a teacher whose magic I can learn,” Emonael replied, shrugging slightly as she looked at Christoff and smiled warmly. “You passed, so that’s a good sign. Congratulations.”

      “Maybe so, but after your test, they were a bit disappointed that my talent was actually slightly worse than Damiya’s,” Christoff replied, looking slightly chagrined. “Don’t get me wrong, I’m glad I passed, but it was a little disappointing.”

      “I’m sorry that I stole your thunder, though given their expressions . . .” Emonael teased, grinning at him and shrugging. “Still, is there anything I can do to make it up to you?”

      “How about going out to dinner with me?” Christoff asked, relaxing and laughing softly.

      “Sure, why not?” Emonael replied, smiling as he suddenly stopped laughing, blinking at her in surprise.

      “What, seriously? I was mostly joking about that!” the half-elf exclaimed, sitting up straight.

      “Of course. Though I’ll warn that I’m not looking for a long-term relationship at the moment, especially without knowing which teacher, if any, I end up learning from,” Emonael replied, glancing around them as she added, “We don’t even know how all of this will be handled, anyway.”

      “That’s fine with me,” Christoff agreed, nodding as he added, “You certainly have a point there. I wonder what they’re going to do with us.”

      “I think we’ll find out soon.” Damiya spoke up, looking a little uncertain as she looked between the two of them, then nodded toward one of the doors they hadn’t come in through. “Look!”

      When Emonael looked, she saw a black-haired elven man in the doorway, wearing midnight-blue robes and a matching archer’s cap, looking at the group in the room slightly skeptically. After a moment he murmured, “Six of you, hmm? Well, I suppose I can take an extra. Come along, all of you.”

      Emonael blinked curiously at the man’s tone, but stood, even as one of the others asked. “What’s going on, exactly?”

      “I’m going to give you an orientation where I explain what to expect here, and how things in the Association work,” the man replied sharply. “I’m Magister Falmor Kinley, so show some respect.”

      “Oh!” the young man replied, obviously taken aback. “M-my apologies, Magister!”

      Emonael smiled internally, amused at the antics of the mortals around her. The mage didn’t feel particularly powerful to her, but she followed as he led the way into another room, this one much smaller and with a series of baskets on a table.

      “Each of you, take a basket. They’ll each have a badge to show you’re an apprentice with the Mage Association, a couple of sets of robes, chalk and a slate for taking notes and the like, and a pouch of pocket money for basic other supplies for your first year.” Falmor spoke briskly, stepping to the side as he continued. “While you stay here, your first year of room and board is covered. After that, you have to have found a full mage member of the Association as a teacher in order to continue receiving room and board. All of this is an attempt by Pharos to increase the number of magi in the kingdom, so keep that in mind when you’re accepting their goodwill.”

      Emonael picked up a basket, opening it to find that he was right about what was in it, though there were a few other supplies, including a few untrimmed quills and what looked like a small bottle of ink. After a moment’s thought, she asked what she considered the most important question for a new member of this organization, even as the others looked through their baskets. “So, whom might we end up apprenticing to?”

      The others looked up curiously, and Falmor smiled thinly as he answered. “Any mage who’s a member in good standing who’ll have you, of course. Whether that’s me or other lesser magi, it’s still a chance to learn how to use magic. The important thing is to figure out if you can handle the form of magic that’s being offered. But that isn’t what you were asking, was it? You’re asking who the most powerful members of the Association are, aren’t you?”

      “That’s right. I saw the five towers, and had to wonder about them.” Emonael nodded, smiling slightly in return, and she was pleased to see some of his annoyance ease as well.

      “I suppose that’s quite understandable. They are the High Magi of the Association, after all,” the mage admitted, then straightened as he continued. “So, the central tower is the abode of High Mage Hothar, the current leader of the Association. He is rare in that his talents allow him to wield the power of earth and to shapeshift into a wide variety of creatures, and is widely well-regarded for his wisdom and power. Unfortunately, drawing his attention enough to gain an apprenticeship would be difficult.”

      “Next to him in power is Lord Valis Firestorm, whose tower appears to be obsidian. A noble of Pharos, he’s considered to be the most powerful combat mage in the kingdom, with an immense talent for fire magic, and just a hint of earth magic to back it up. He’s extremely passionate about his magic, and should you have a talent for it, he’d be delighted to teach you,” Falmor explained, smiling broadly. “Why, he’ll even give pointers if you go with another teacher. I will state he’s a vehement patriot of Pharos, though, so be careful with your words, as criticizing the country is almost the only way to get on his bad side.”

      “To the far north you may have noticed a musical tower. That’s the abode of Larin Windsong, and as friendly as Lord Valis is, High Mage Windsong isn’t. Appearances and music are vital to his good temper, so only if you can impress him with one of them should you approach him,” Falmor warned, shifting as he continued. “However, High Mage Windsong is the only master of true wind magic in a thousand miles, and if you want the chance to learn to fly, his tutelage would be invaluable.”

      “The wooden tower to the west is home to High Druid Reesa Greenglow, a powerful wielder of nature magic. She’s not the friendliest of magi, but she is extremely skilled and passionate about her craft. If you can meet her standards and are willing to protect the wilds alongside her, she would almost certainly be willing to teach you,” their guide explained, then paused and his smile faded slightly as he added, “Though she isn’t willing to teach any other form of magic, so you’d be giving up any other talents you might have.”

      “What about the last tower?” Christoff asked after Falmor stopped for a long moment, his eyes bright with excitement and curiosity.

      “That’s the home of Marin the Traveler. She donated the land that the Association was built on, and had this building constructed. However, she’s also . . . considered somewhat mad.” Falmor spoke almost reluctantly, frowning as he looked between them, then sighed and explained. “Marin is the most elderly of the High Magi of the Association, and not expected to survive more than a century more. While she’s considered a master of healing magic, she spent centuries traveling the world on a quest to figure out a way for any person to learn any form of magic. As she now spends all of her time researching such an . . . incomprehensible goal, she’s largely left alone. The handful of students she’s taken have never lasted more than a few weeks under her, I’m afraid. I don’t dislike her, mind, I just don’t recommend her.”

      “Learning any form of magic? Is that even possible?” one of the other students asked, his voice revealing fascination that almost matched Emonael’s sudden interest. She was quite adept in a number of magical arts, partially because she was a demon, but the thought of learning other forms of magic fascinated her. It could open doors that she’d thought were closed.

      “Not to my knowledge or that of anyone else. If it is possible, it would upend everything we know about magic,” Falmor replied, shaking his head firmly as he quashed their hopes. “I doubt anything will come of it in the end, but it’s her own decision what she does with her remaining years.”

      “Drat,” Emonael murmured under her breath, then paused and let out a breath of relief that it didn’t seem that anyone else had heard her.

      “Oh. Well . . . what are we going to be doing today?” Damiya asked, covering her basket again.

      “Nothing. We’re far too busy processing the number of people who wish to join the Association at the moment, so we’ll give you a brief tour, then get you rooms. You’ll be sharing rooms, so I recommend that you find a partner who you don’t mind being around frequently,” Falmor explained, smiling as he continued. “If you’d follow me?”

      With a murmur of assent, the students followed after the mage, Emonael mostly curious about the High Magi, and unable to get the thought of Marin’s goal out of her head. She’d have to investigate the woman sometime soon.
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      The morning began as most did for Marin these days. She got up and heated some water to wash her face and hair, preparing herself for another day in the library. Considering the writing she was going to be doing, she chose a simple set of trousers and a comfortable tunic that she didn’t mind getting ink on, and made sure they were warm enough to help ward off chills. It was getting warmer outside, but Marin had found herself more sensitive to the cold of late.

      Breakfast was a simple affair, and she couldn’t help but enjoy the peace and quiet of her home, mentally going through the notes she was trying to put in order. Marin’s research was coming together properly at last, so she kept having to resist the urge to rush. Rushing wouldn’t do any good, not at this stage. So, she slowly cleaned up after her meal, making certain the kitchen was tidy before going to the library and sitting at her desk to begin writing again.

      It was at that moment that a soft tone sounded in her mind, warning Marin of someone approaching the tower. She sighed, leaning forward so she could peer out a window that gave a view of the approach, and saw that it was one of her fellow High Magi. Hothar was ambling toward the building, and Marin frowned, then shrugged, lowering the wards that would otherwise attempt to keep him out, then started to write.

      The silence of the building was broken only by the scratching of her quill and the sound of the doors opening and closing. Moments later, the door to the library opened and Marin spoke. “Good morning, Hothar. This is something of a surprise.”

      “Someone has to check on you now and then,” Hothar replied dryly, amusement in his voice. “If we didn’t, the only way to determine whether or not you were alive would be by seeing if you’d paid the locals who deliver food.”

      “I suppose that’s true,” Marin murmured, smiling as she glanced up at him, raising her eyebrows. “As you can see, I’m quite well. At least for the moment.”

      “Fair, fair. Though you’re looking a little thin . . .” Hothar mused, looking back at her.

      “I eat well enough,” Marin retorted, looking back at her work and getting started again. “What’s this really about, Hothar? You never come to visit without a reason for it.”

      “Most of the students are starting to call you ‘Mad Marin,’ you know,” Hothar explained, leaning against the door frame and studying Marin as she wrote, his voice fairly calm. “You’re an incredible healer, Marin, and everyone would love to see you take on an apprentice who could carry on your legacy, but this quest of yours . . . it’s driving everyone away. Can’t you see that?”

      “What they call me makes little difference. I’ve been called many worse things by my fellow magi over the years,” Marin replied, not looking up from the page as she continued to write down the information she’d spent the last few weeks collating. “Besides, what makes you think that I want being a healer to be my legacy, Hothar? I’ve certainly never emphasized that aspect of my skills, not in the last century.”

      “Then why did you take the time off from your research to help me convince the king that this Association was such a good idea? Why did you spend so much of your wealth to build the buildings for the students and allow the use of your land?” the burly elven man asked angrily, gesturing around them expansively. “It’s been five years, Marin! You’ve had a dozen would-be apprentices in that time, and none have lasted a week due to your so-called research!”

      At his words, Marin stopped writing in mid-word, her quill almost bleeding onto the page before she quickly pulled it away, setting it carefully aside before turning to face her fellow high mage. He was broad-shouldered and muscular, almost human-like in many ways, quite unusual for an elf, let alone an elven high mage. The brown-haired man flushed slightly, his green eyes darting to the side as he finally seemed to realize what he’d said.

      “So-called research, is it?” Marin asked calmly, pausing for a moment as she firmly stepped on the surge of anger which his words prompted. While she’d heard worse insults, Hothar had always been polite about it before, even if he didn’t believe she could succeed in her research, which made this a little unexpected, if only a little. But even so, it helped her come to a decision, and she smiled thinly as she shook her head. “You can leave, Hothar. Rest assured, I hope to find an assistant this time, one who can help me prove my theories. In the meantime, I suppose I shouldn’t waste your valuable time.”

      “Marin, that’s not what I meant! I just was saying—” Hothar began, but Marin cut him off with a raised finger.

      “No, it isn’t. It’s what you meant, though. You feel that I’m wasting my time, especially at my age, and want me to do what you want me to do,” Marin told him, her voice level as she looked him in the eyes. “Unfortunately for you, I’m old and stubborn. I’ve spent my life on this research, Hothar. I’ve spent centuries gathering the information, and I know I’m almost there. That’s why I’m going to get an assistant, someone who isn’t as biased as all of you. I’m going to teach a protégé, and we’re going to experiment and write down what we learn. As for you? Instead of learning of it early, you’re going to have to wait to find out whether I was right or not. Now get the hell out of my library.”

      “I . . .” Hothar paused, seeming to think for a few moments before swallowing what he was going to say, instead inclining his head and speaking gruffly. “I apologize for that, Marin. It was uncalled for. I do hope you find an apprentice who’ll be willing to put up with you. Good day.”

      Marin watched him turn to leave, and once he was gone she murmured a word to fully raise her wards again. It wouldn’t do to have a prospective student or two barge in without an invitation. She was going to wait and see if any approached her on the morrow, after the other High Magi had made their presentations to the talented young men and women.

      “With my reputation . . . at this point, the only people who’d approach me are the desperate, the power-hungry, and the truly curious,” Marin murmured under her breath, turning back to her page and picking up her quill to clean it and get back to work as she smiled. “The last are the ones I want.”

      Slowly spindling the mana she needed, Marin flicked her fingers through a spell she’d once seen a lowly scribe cast, speaking the words of the spell carefully, and in moments the quill was clean, the ink dripping back into the inkwell perfectly, and she couldn’t help but smile as she spoke again. “So-called research? Hothar, you should’ve waited a day, and I would’ve shown you a whole new world.”
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      “You got back to the room rather late,” Damiya commented idly.

      “Indeed,” Emonael replied, a smile on her face and feeling like she was almost glowing even now. The energy she gained from young mortals, especially from mortal magi, was almost perfect in many ways. The only way it’d be better would be if she drained the entirety of their life force in the act rather than a fragment, but that would just be asking for trouble. Besides, this way she could have fun with Christoff again. In her opinion, the Association was little more than a massive buffet.

      Damiya visibly glanced over at the half-elf, and she smiled, shaking her head as she added, “Well, Christoff seems to be in good spirits. Did you have fun?”

      “Yes,” Emonael told her, smiling a little more widely as she settled back in her chair. “A little fun before getting to work always helps me to relax, I find.”

      “I suppose that makes some sense. It isn’t something I’d want to do, but that’s me. The plan for today has me a little nervous, though,” Damiya admitted.

      The prospective students were all in a large auditorium with nearly fifty seats, and most of them were clustered together, talking. Emonael had bowed out of a conversation with several others to sit, and she smiled at Damiya’s reaction, shaking her head.

      “It won’t be that bad! We’re just going to be getting some presentations by the High Magi, as well as a basic test or two to see if we can use their forms of magic,” Emonael replied, trying to force the smile back. “It won’t be hard at all!”

      “That’s part of the problem. We’re being tested for something which I can’t control, and I’m afraid that I won’t have a talent for any of their magic!” Damiya explained, shrugging. “I wish there was something that I could do!”

      “My only advice is to calm down and try to relax. Getting tense won’t help your odds, at least as far as I know,” Emonael comforted her. “In any case—”

      “Please find seats, all of you,” a deep voice boomed, interrupting the hubbub of conversation. Emonael looked in the direction of the speaker and couldn’t help a blink of surprise.

      The elven man was big, with heavily tanned skin and shoulders nearly half-again wider than any other elf she’d seen before. Adding that to the incredible musculature she was seeing, she had to wonder why the man was in the Association, rather than a knight academy! The man’s intense green eyes played across the room as he slowly walked toward the center of the room, an odd grace to his movements, and Emonael’s eyes narrowed as she felt a hint of danger from the simply-clothed man. Something about him set her on edge, but she did her best not to react, barely noticing when Christoff sat next to her.

      Waiting to speak until everyone was seated, the man finally smiled broadly and spoke in a loud, friendly voice. “Welcome to the Pharos Mage Association, all of you! I am High Mage Hothar the Shifter, and His Majesty has chosen to entrust running the Association to me. I sincerely hope that all of you are able to become highly skilled magi in your own rights, but unfortunately, the test that you’ve passed has only shown that you possess the talent necessary to wield magic, not that you have a talent which one of our members can actually groom. That’s what we’ll be examining today, at least on the very basics. Myself and three other High Magi are going to run each of you through the basics of our spells, and we’ll see if any of you are suited for them.”

      Hothar raised a hand at the chorus of worried murmurs as he continued. “Now, before you get too worried, just because you can’t apprentice to one of us doesn’t mean you can’t find a teacher here. There are seventy-three full magisters who are members of the Association at present, each with their own field of specialty, and almost all of whom are looking for apprentices. For the next week, all of them will be present and ready to run you through basic tests, so keep calm and do your best!”

      Emonael looked on the High Mage, concerned about her own safety for the first time since coming to Pharos. While she’d expected the High Magi to be fairly powerful, the man before her exceeded her expectations somewhat, and feeling any danger from him worried her far more than she was comfortable admitting. Still, so long as she didn’t give herself away, she should be fine, as her powers focused on concealing her nature.

      “My magic primarily focuses on changing my physical form, and that of others as well. I choose to focus it on myself, however, as I’m the type to participate in combat quite directly. I achieved the title of High Mage when the Kingdom learned that I was capable of taking on the form of a lesser dragon.” Hothar’s words distracted Emonael, and she couldn’t help but notice the fascination of all the others as he continued. “While in many ways the art of shapeshifting isn’t as impressive as some other forms of magic, there is little in the world like being able to fly with your own wings, or being able to swim deep into the seas. There are few places you cannot explore if you master the art, and taking on the form of a beast to defend yourself while retaining your mind is immensely potent.”

      “My secondary talent is with earth magic, and I’m quite capable of scrying for metal deposits, digging trenches or pits, or even raising the earth in areas. Earth magic includes body reinforcement, which compliments my powers with shapechanging, and is considered an excellent utility power as it can even be used in constructing buildings if one knows the correct spells,” Hothar explained, pacing back and forth briskly. “Even if you pass my tests in the next few minutes, know that I have high standards and you’re unlikely to be chosen to be one of my apprentices. That being said, I’ve taught two other magi, and both of them are looking for apprentices, so you have options beyond me if it comes to that. Now then, enough of that, let’s get on with the enjoyable part of things, actually casting a spell, shall we?”

      The mage flicked his hand sharply through the air, intoning the deep words of his spell quickly. It wasn’t a complicated spell, only a few gestures and words, but a moment later the man’s hand turned sky blue, and even Emonael smiled as several other students laughed.

      “This is the first of the spells I’m going to coach you through. While changing the color of your skin may not be all that useful, it’s the simplest alteration spell I’ve come up with to test for my magic. I’ll add another spell for earth magic, but first we’ve got to see if any of you can manage enough of this spell to have a chance,” Hothar told them. “Now then . . .”

      The mage began to go through the gestures more slowly, his hand’s color changing back to normal after only a minute, and Emonael listened closely to his instructions. As a succubus, she could shapeshift naturally, but only into a limited number of forms, so this was new to her. She likely had at least some talent for the form of magic, but she doubted that she could manage it easily.

      Eventually, each of the students started to hesitantly fumble their way through the spell, Emonael joining them as she first practiced the gestures that he’d performed, then sounded out the words of the spell. Next to her, Christoff made a mistake in the second word, only to laugh at himself before trying again, and Emonael couldn’t help but smile at his attitude. It actually helped her relax, since she was somewhat worried that she wouldn’t be able to do this at all.

      Taking a deep breath, the demon moved her fingers through the gestures of the spell, intoning the words as she channeled her mana . . . and absolutely nothing happened. Scowling, she murmured, “Well, that’s annoying.”

      “I can’t get it to do anything,” Christoff growled, glaring at his hands. “I could have sworn I got it right that time . . .”

      Emonael tried again, yet despite her careful enunciation of the words, she didn’t get the slightest flicker of color to her hands. The next moment, she heard a laugh from across the room. Looking up, she saw a young man whose hand was bright blue, rather than the lighter shade that Hothar had shown them.

      “Not bad, though not quite the right shade. Still, you show some promise.” Hothar spoke approvingly, nodding at the young man. “Now, I’ll give you a couple more minutes to try it out, then we’ll move on to the earth spell.”

      Emonael nodded and grimly went back to trying to cast the spell. Damiya managed to finally get a slight blue tinge to her skin, but that was all, and finally she had no choice but to give up with a sigh. “Well, drat.”

      “You’re telling me. I was really hoping, since the idea of shapeshifting fascinates me,” Christoff said forlornly.

      “I think it’s a little worse to almost be able to use it,” Damiya replied, watching Hothar hand out a simple round stone to each of them.

      The second test was even simpler, as the High Mage’s spell was intended to lift the stone into the air. Christoff and Emonael had only begun to attempt the spell when the round chunk of marble in Damiya’s hand rose smoothly into the air, to the shock of everyone.

      “Hmm . . . very nice. It looks like you have a very strong talent with earth magic, young lady. What’s your name?” Hothar asked, looking surprised and intrigued.

      “I’m Damiya, sir!” the young woman replied with a blush, losing her concentration and dropping the stone to the floor with a loud thud.

      “Very nice, though you need to work on your concentration. While I’m not looking to teach an apprentice earth magic, I’ll point the other two magi who specialize in it in your direction when we’re done here,” Hothar told her, chuckling as he stretched, then paused and looked around the rest of the room, asking sharply, “So, are the rest of you giving up after that display, or do you want to become magi?”

      There was a sudden flurry of chanting and gestures as everyone turned back to their spells, and Emonael was no exception. With her second attempt, she managed to get the stone to tremble, and her third got it to rise into the air slowly, shaking unsteadily. She obviously didn’t have an enormous talent with earth magic, and she couldn’t help but frown.

      After a minute, Hothar finally interrupted, casting a spell which picked up all the stones and pulled them back to the sack he’d pulled them out of, his voice loud. “Alright, that’s it for me. As I said before, I have very particular standards, and I’m afraid none of you passed them, though a couple of you could learn a lot from some of my students. Valis, it’s your turn.”

      “Thank you, Hothar.” A man’s calm voice came from behind them, and the temperature in the room rose as everyone turned to look at the next teacher.

      Lord Valis Firestorm was quite handsome, Emonael noticed, perking up at the sight of the dark-haired, fine-boned man. Compared to Hothar, he looked almost delicate, and the elf was wearing a black outer robe with a flame pattern and a crimson inner robe. The man slowly walked to the center of the room, noticeable heat surrounding him.

      “My name is Valis Firestorm, and as my title likely told you, I wield fire magic,” the man told them, smiling slightly as he looked around the room and nodded as if in approval while Hothar left the room. “I’m always looking for apprentices with which to share my passion for fire magic, so should you have the talent, I would be delighted to teach you! I’ll admit that this does tend to reduce the amount of time I can spend with individual apprentices, so be aware of it in advance. Now, then, fire magic.”

      The mage rapidly chanted the words of a spell, and a ring of fireballs suddenly began to orbit him, spinning around him at a dizzying speed as he wove streamers of fire through the air of the room, controlling them with a breathtaking skill that caused Emonael’s eyes to widen. Most demons had an affinity for fire magic, but she’d only met a handful who could manage what the elven mage was doing seemingly effortlessly.

      “Fire is a two-edged sword. Without fire, we would not have civilization. We couldn’t forge tools from metal, we wouldn’t have the warmth of a hearth in the winter, nor would we have many other things,” Valis explained, continuing his display of magic. “At the same time, it’s one of the few forms of magic that’s difficult to use in non-destructive ways. Most fire magi are involved in wars for a reason, after all, and there’s no reason for me to deceive you. Yet even as deadly as it can be, it’s only a tool. It’s up to the user to determine what use to put their magic to. The only limit is how well you can control it, and your own limits.”

      With a snap of his fingers, the flames went out and Valis smiled broadly. “That being said, what I showed you is far beyond mere starting apprentices. I must show you a spell that you could potentially manage, to see whom among you has the talent for fire. With that in mind, I’ve prepared a simple spell, one which conjures a candle-sized flame above your hand.”

      The man demonstrated the spell slowly, but Emonael couldn’t help a smile as she saw the flamboyant elegance of his gestures. The mage’s passion for his art was obvious, and this was a subject that she could enjoy far more than the others since she could already use fire magic, even if his particular spell was unfamiliar.

      Casting the spell was easy, though the color and intensity of her flame differed slightly from the High Mage’s version of the spell. Only a few moments later, Damiya managed to light a weaker flame, and then Christoff as well.

      “Ha! Looks like we have a trio of talented youngsters over there.” Valis laughed, grinning as he glanced around, nodding approvingly as he continued. “As well as a couple of others. Not too surprising, if I’m being honest. Fire affinity is fairly common, in my experience. Give it a few more tries, all of you. This isn’t something to rush, not if you don’t want to be burned.”

      That prompted a laugh from Emonael, and she couldn’t help but smile as she banished the spell and tried again, with the same result. It was a bit entertaining to watch the others, but in the end, the teacher wrapped up with a smile. “That went well, I think. Now, should any of you who successfully cast it by the fourth try want to give fire magic your attention, you know where to find my tower.”

      The man gave them a friendly nod before heading out of the room to make way for the next High Mage, Reesa Greenglow. The woman was slightly shorter than the others, and Emonael was only slightly surprised that she was a half-elf. The stocky woman was all business, and her test was quite a bit harder than the others, as she handed out small pots of soil and a few seeds. Her spell was one which would allow the seeds to germinate quickly, and her instructions were simple. If a person could make a seed sprout within ten minutes, and then could keep it alive for a week, she’d take them as an apprentice. Otherwise, they weren’t of interest to her.

      Christoff was the only one of their group who managed to sprout the seed, and the man sat back, obviously intrigued by the possibility of apprenticing under another half-elf. Emonael looked at her pot sourly, not having gotten the slightest reaction in the ten minutes the woman had given them.

      Last of all was Larin Windsong, and the blond-haired elven man was a shock, even to Emonael. The other students stopped what they were doing when the thin man walked into the room, his skin powdered white and his outfit exquisitely tailored in white and blue. The man had looked over them, then sighed, shaking his head slowly as if suffering, then had instructed them through a simple spell used to make a minor breeze flow through the room.

      Emonael had managed the spell, as had two other students, but even so, Larin hadn’t stayed long, sniffing derisively as he finally nodded to himself and left, ignoring them in the end.

      At that point, a half dozen more magi entered the room to make presentations to smaller groups of students, but Emonael sat back and relaxed a little, letting out a sigh.

      “That was . . . interesting on the whole. What type of magic are you going to go with, Damiya?” Emonael asked, then smiled at Christoff and added. “You too, Chris.”

      “I’m not sure. I really like the idea of earth magic, with how difficult it can be to build houses back home, but at the same time I don’t want to be defenseless,” Damiya admitted, toying with a lock of her hair as she sat back in her chair. “I’m kind of tempted to try learning it and fire magic, but I don’t know if I can manage that. They’re different types of magic, after all.”

      “You’re a heck of a lot more ambitious than I am,” Christoff replied, shaking his head. “I’m debating, honestly. If I can keep the seedling alive for the week, I might go with Reesa, since she’s similar to me in some ways, and I can see nature magic being really useful.”

      “That makes sense. What about you, Emonael? Fire magic, since you were doing really good with it?” Damiya asked curiously.

      “I’m not sure, if I’m being honest. While I had a talent for it, that just doesn’t quite feel as fulfilling to me, if that makes any sense,” Emonael replied, frowning as she debated for a moment, thinking back to the discussion of the different teachers from the previous day, then murmured slowly, “I’m actually considering going to meet with the other High Mage, Marin. While the one teacher had a point about her theories being . . . overly fantastic, if they’re true it could be absolutely amazing. I love the idea of learning all the different types of magic.”

      “That . . . are you sure? I mean, I’ve never heard of anyone being able to figure out ways to cast more than two different types of spells. Except for the handful of Archmagi, of course, but they’re legends,” Christoff said, looking nervous as he added, “While I do think it’d be amazing if it’s possible, I can’t help but think that you wouldn’t get far.”

      “I’m not saying I will do it. I’m just saying . . . what if it’s possible? What if she’s right?” Emonael asked, shrugging. “We’re here to learn to wield magic, after all! To become some of the most powerful people in the country! I just can’t imagine seeing a possibility like this and completely ignoring it.”

      “You could be right,” Damiya replied, her voice soft as she thought, then tilted her head. “Do you think you’re going to meet her, then?”

      “Most likely, yes. Talking about it aloud made me realize how interesting I found the idea,” Emonael admitted, though she kept private the faint part of her that deeply hoped that Marin was right. After all, if she was, there was a distinct possibility she could gain a far more potent title among the lower planes than merely being a demon lord of illusions.

      “In that case, I’m coming with you. You’re right, giving up on the idea before even looking at it isn’t good. I shouldn’t jump into the first possible apprenticeship without looking at other options,” Damiya told her, the woman’s eyes growing firmer as she smiled widely. “Are you going to go today?”

      “No, I was thinking tomorrow morning. I’m a little tired from the spell attempts, and who knows what tests Marin might run us through?” Emonael demurred, shaking her head.

      “That’s a good point, as is Damiya’s. Do you mind if I join the two of you?” Christoff asked, turning the pot and looking at the tiny green sprout thoughtfully.

      “You’re more than welcome to come along if Damiya doesn’t mind,” Emonael told him, standing up. “In the meantime, I think I’m going to find lunch.”

      “I’ll join you. And that’s fine with me, Christoff! I’ll feel more comfortable with other people around.” Damiya laughed, shrugging as she added, “I just get nervous when I’m the only person a mage is focusing on.”

      “That might be something you need to work on,” Emonael teased, heading for the door and nodding at another student, giving the pretty woman a smile.

      Despite the danger she’d felt from the High Magi, Emonael couldn’t help but feel that coming to the Association had been an excellent choice.
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      The approach to Marin’s tower might be overgrown, but as she came closer, Emonael couldn’t help but pause and admire the building, even more impressed than she’d been from a distance.

      “This tower looks like it’s been here for a century, it’s so overgrown;” Damiya complained, looking around in distaste, then blushed. “Sorry, I just don’t like it when plants are so close to buildings. I was always taught to clear them away early on, so they didn’t damage the foundation or walls.”

      “I don’t mind, but you might want to look a little more closely at the building,” Emonael replied, nodding at the structure. “Look at the walls. While they’re a bit dirty, there isn’t a single crack in the stones, and the mortar is solid. I think you’re right about it having been here for a century, but none of the plants have gained a purchase on it. I’m guessing that Marin is more concerned about the building being intact than with making certain it’s pretty.”

      “That would make sense. This looks like the manor was built around an old watch tower, which would make it two centuries old, at a guess,” Christoff added. “That’s when this area was just getting settled, from what I heard in the village.”

      “You may be right. This gets stranger the more I look at the building. Something about it feels odd, and I couldn’t tell you why,” Emonael murmured, looking up at the tower speculatively. The others didn’t speak, and after a moment, she shrugged. “Well, nothing for it, and no point in delaying.”

      Emonael stepped up to the old, weathered, wooden door and used the simple knocker, then folded her hands to wait. A minute passed with no response, and Christoff shifted in place, then asked. “Do you think she heard us? She’s supposed to be the oldest of the High Magi, right?”

      “I asked around a little, and she’s definitely that. One of the magi was saying that she’s close to seven centuries old, if not past that,” Damiya confirmed. “I’m not sure on the details, though. More interestingly, she’s considered one of the most powerful healers on the continent, though she doesn’t get out much anymore.”

      “Probably because she’s focusing on her research. I wonder why they said she was getting close to the end of her lifespan? I’ve heard of elves easily reaching a millennium before . . .” Emonael mused.

      The door opened at that moment, and a woman’s firm, even voice replied. “Because I have a weak body, and I’m well aware I won’t last that long.”

      The elven woman in the door was shorter than Emonael, if only slightly, and she had bright green eyes that almost glowed in the morning light, while her frizzy crimson hair was pulled back into a ponytail that reached near the middle of her back. She was pretty, if in a plain sort of way, and the woman looked them over as Emonael and the others looked back in surprise. Wearing a pair of cotton trousers and a simple blouse, the painfully thin woman looked at them critically. Emonael couldn’t think of someone who looked less like a High Mage.

      “High Mage Marin?” Christoff asked after a moment, swallowing hard.

      “I believe that the name making the rounds at the moment is ‘Mad Marin,’ but that works well enough,” the woman replied dryly, shaking her head. “Three of you this time? Why is it that prospective apprentices come in swarms? Come in, then. Wipe your feet, if you would. Cleaning takes valuable time.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Damiya replied, her voice almost automatic, and Emonael nodded, stepping into the foyer and wiping her feet carefully on the rug, looking around the sparsely furnished room.

      All of the furniture was strictly functional, and there wasn’t much of it, little more than a few chairs, a sofa, a table, and a rack for coats. A pair of doors led deeper into the manor house, but the room felt odd to her. Almost unlived in, actually. She moved out of the way of the others, and Marin closed the door with a sigh, murmuring, “Still a slight chill in the air, at least for me. Now, take a seat, each of you. We’ll have a brief chat and see if any of you are the right sort of person to assist me.”

      They moved to some of the chairs to take seats, while Marin took one of her own, slowly lowering herself into it with a sigh.

      “Now, first of all, I’m Marin. I don’t bother with a surname or title, so don’t worry about that. I’ve managed to claw my way up to a decent mastery of healing magic, but that is not my focus, and if you’re hoping I’ll turn you into an equally skilled healer, the door is right there,” Marin explained, nodding at the door pointedly. “Now then, introduce yourselves and tell me why you’re here.”

      “Well, I’m Christoff Sormal, and when Emonael said she was going to visit you and see if you might be right about there being underlying rules to magic, I decided she might have a point. I mean, I love the idea of being a mage and some of the types of magic I want to learn are just so different from one another that it’s frustrating being confined to just a single type,” Christoff explained, leaning forward in the chair to put his elbows on his knees. “That’s it, really.”

      Damiya cleared her throat, then looked at Emonael nervously. Emonael let out a soft laugh and spoke up gently. “I think I’ll go next. I’m Emonael Teardrop, and none of the types of magic that have been presented satisfy me. The limitations of them are frustrating and annoying, so the idea that there’s a wider possibility, a chance to expand magic beyond the limits that everyone believes they have . . . that tempts me greatly. If it’s possible, I want to be a part of it.”

      “As for me, I came with Emonael because she was right yesterday. I was just accepting what they said because it’s what they said was right. I have a talent for both earth and fire magic, and I was having trouble choosing between them, but what if I don’t have to choose? What if I can learn nature magic too? That excites me,” Damiya added, her words coming out almost in a rush. “Now, I’m not sure I really want to be your apprentice, not like she does, but I want to hear what you say, not just reject it out of hand.”

      “I see. Well, I will have all of you know that I’m not going to take more than one apprentice at the moment. I simply do not have the time to teach more than one student. Saying that I feel my age creeping up on me would be putting it mildly,” Marin replied, smiling slightly as she leaned forward and continued. “Now, then. Yes, I believe that anyone can use any form of magic, and I have everything put together to perform my final experiments, but even that will likely take the next few years. Realize that I’m not joking about that part at all. It’s going to take boring, exhausting research, but within five years I’ll know whether I’ve wasted my life or not.”

      “Are you sure? I mean—” Damiya began, but her voice cut off as Marin began to cast a spell.

      Compared to every other mage Emonael had seen cast a spell, Marin’s casting was incredibly slow, almost as slow as the ones that had been shown to teach them in the meetings the day before. In addition, there was something about her gestures and the words, a deliberate precision to them that Emonael hadn’t seen from the other magi. The spell was only three gestures, but it took a few moments before it was cast and a small globe of glowing light coalesced above the elf’s hand, and Emonael couldn’t help but stare.

      The light was pure white, without any of the other colors that inevitably crept into light spells she’d seen. She’d never even seen angels get such a pure white color, and she opened her mouth to speak, just as Marin began to cast again.

      This spell was ever so slightly different, yet almost exactly the same. Emonael saw a slight curve to the woman’s fingers this time, a slightly different intonation of her words . . . and the light globe that appeared shed heat and glowed a dull red, like those of many fire magi. And without pause, Marin continued her slow castings, creating a half dozen light spells of different hues and types before she finally stopped, smiling as she leaned back almost breathlessly.

      “There we are. A simple, insignificant light spell. If you went to a dozen magi, you’d get a dozen different ways of casting it, including different words and different results. What did I do to get each of those different globes?” Marin asked, looking over them.

      “I’m . . . I’m not sure, but I thought you pronounced the words slightly differently . . .” Christoff ventured, staring at the light globes in obvious surprise.

      Damiya nodded, adding, “I noticed that, and I think you gestured differently, too. Not much, but some.”

      “Correct. So easy to identify when put in front of you, but so hard to track down to begin with,” Marin agreed, then looked at Emonael, raising an eyebrow. “Did you notice, too?”

      Emonael was looking at the globes, her curiosity piqued, and didn’t answer at first. At last she nodded and sat back, murmuring. “I noticed what you did, and I think I could replicate most of the movements and words. The question is, why did it work that way?”

      “That is the question, isn’t it?” Marin replied, sitting back in satisfaction, her eyes running over the group, then nodded slightly. “If you really want to become my apprentice, any of you, I want you to reproduce any one of these orbs and come back to me to show it. It won’t be easy, but I demonstrated them in sequence, so it shouldn’t be impossible. Then consider that this is the sort of thing you’d be doing day after day.”

      “What? But how are we supposed to do that?” Damiya asked, sitting up straight, her eyes widening in surprise.

      “You’ve already proven to yourself that you’re right, haven’t you?” Emonael asked, causing the other two to shut up just as Christoff was going to speak. “That . . . I’ve never heard of a mage being able to cast that variety of light spells without being a specialized illusionist.”

      Marin smiled, slowly standing up as she nodded, murmuring, “Not a bad supposition, Emonael. You might be a good assistant. However, that’s prying a bit much. You’ll get an answer if you become my apprentice and no sooner. Now then, why don’t the three of you get on your way? I have research to do, and I’m not getting any younger.”

      “As you like. Thank you for your time, High Mage,” Emonael replied, standing up and taking the time to give the woman a deep curtsey, her mind racing as she did so.

      While others might wonder whether the woman was simply toying with them, she knew far too much about reading body language, and the sheer, relaxed confidence of Marin was shocking to her. When she’d decided to meet with Marin, it’d been more on a whim than because she actually thought the woman was on the right path. Yet she didn’t think that Marin was simply on the right path anymore. The woman might be incredibly close to succeeding!

      “You’re welcome, Emonael,” Marin replied, opening the door for them and ushering the group out.

      After the door closed behind them, Christoff spoke up. “Why were you so polite to her at the end there? I mean, she’s obviously powerful, but you were far more . . . formal than with any of the other magi.”

      “Because she impressed me, and I think she might be right, more so than I thought before,” Emonael replied, shaking her head and grinning at him. “Still, that only matters if I can reproduce one of the light globes she demonstrated.”

      “You’re going to try to become her apprentice, then?” Damiya asked, fidgeting slightly. “I just think she’s a little weird. I mean, five years to get anywhere at all?”

      “She said that she suspected that we’d know if she was right or not within five years, not that she wouldn’t teach her apprentice anything for that time,” Emonael corrected gently, amused at Damiya’s reaction. “But yes, I’m going to give it a try. She intrigues me more than any of the other magi.”

      “Fair enough. I’m probably going to try to get an apprenticeship with Reesa instead. While Marin was interesting, those were just light spells. I just don’t find that exciting, and the idea of casting spells like that all the time . . . not for me,” Christoff replied, shaking his head firmly.

      “That makes perfect sense to me. You need to do what’s best for you,” Emonael agreed, turning her attention to Damiya. “And you?”

      “I think I’d get bored quickly, and earth magic sounds more than interesting enough for me,” the young woman replied, shrugging as she looked at Emonael guiltily. “My problem is that I kind of liked being together with the two of you the last couple of days. If we all have different teachers, we won’t have that.”

      “Not necessarily,” Emonael disagreed, smiling broadly as she continued. “Remember, the rooms were assigned for the entire year. We’ll see what happens next year, but for the moment we’ll all be staying in the same building, as far as I can tell. Each of us will just have to take our own paths, hmm?”

      “True enough,” Damiya replied, her eyes brightening. “So, now what?”

      “Why don’t you go talk to one of those earth magi that you were referred to?” Emonael suggested. “I have a light globe to try to copy.”

      “Alright, I can do that!” Damiya replied, the determination in her voice causing Emonael to laugh.
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      Marin watched the trio of youngsters leave, the glass pane only slightly distorting the view of them. Of the three, it’d been quite obvious to her that only Emonael was actually interested in what Marin was doing. The other two might be interested in the potential breadth of power that her research might unearth in the end, but they weren’t interested in the research, or the why of it.

      However, even Emonael herself was potentially an issue. The brown-haired, brown-eyed woman was gorgeous and attractive enough that Marin might have been interested in her if she’d been younger, and if Emonael had actually been the elf she was posing as.

      “Rather fortunate that I was experimenting with that divination spell before they arrived. If I hadn’t, I wouldn’t have had a clue,” Marin murmured, still seeing the faint outlines of Emonael’s tail and wings. Shaking her head, she asked aloud, “What in the blazes is a demon doing here, anyway? They don’t exactly come to our world on a whim.”

      Still, Emonael had seemed honestly interested in Marin’s research, and it wasn’t as though many other people were interested. If she could meet Marin’s requirements . . . Marin drummed her fingers on the door for a minute, then finally shrugged, turning away from the door and heading back for the library.

      “I told them what the requirements were. If any of them meet them, I’ll keep my part of the bargain. As for her, I’ll just have to take a few precautions. Not that I suspect she’ll be interested in an ancient relic like me.” Marin laughed, then her grin faded as she added, “Though I will need to make sure to keep an eye on the other magi. So long as she doesn’t start killing them, I think I can overlook her presence.”

      As always, no one answered Marin, but she continued on her way, feeling much happier now that she’d come to a decision.
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