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      Mae frowned reading the narrow script, half erased on the yellowed page. The old book was one of the oldest tomes that had been unearthed in a deep cavern beneath the cave everyone called Bat Cave near Asheville North Carolina. The hurricane and landslides had opened up a passage long buried and they’d found a treasure trove of ancient magical artifacts that even the fae didn’t recall, or if they did, they weren’t sharing.

      The room she was in was magically sealed. There were also the usual precautions of mundane temperature control and an air filtration system that would have impressed most people running clean rooms. She didn’t wear gloves, just had magical finger protection for studying the old books.

      She sat at a plain table, an ancient gray metal that didn’t have any sealant on it to protect books against any sort of contamination. While they were clearly magically protected—that had been the first study—no one knew the spells that had held them together. The chair behind her was scarcely more modern than the old table and the straight back meant her back was positioned unnaturally straight.

      Mae rubbed her neck absently. The magic gave her fingers a little shock and she ran her hand over the magical tray that kept her hands clean. Her gray hair was beneath a hair net and her top was covered by a magical apron. If she were any cleaner, she’d be in a bunny suit or a hazmat suit.

      Again, that type of thing had already been tested for.

      Mae was one of the few who had the knowledge to read the ancient writing. It was her area of expertise at the university. She often got to sit down in the ancient books vault of the university library checking things, double checking later translations against earlier ones to see if there were any changes to spells that could cause problems.

      This spell, a spell for rain, was the one she was attempting to study. Someone, long ago, had dripped a bit of water on the page. Ironic considering it was a rain spell.

      Mae fancied she smelled the faintest hint of petrichor over the slightly moldy smell the book gave off despite the magical protection. Her nose twitched.

      The writing there was cramped and difficult to read particularly because the ink was ever so slightly smeared. Mae copied down things on a notepad. Computers, while cleaner, weren’t allowed in the magical vault. Too much electrical interference. She didn’t even have a pen and ink. She had a pencil. If she needed to sharpen the thing, she had to go out. Therefore, she had a small box with pencils inside it.

      All were magically protected. While this was arguably the oldest book in the vault, there were others of equal value in there. The air filter clicked and hummed but other than that the room was silent.

      Now and then one of the books would groan but Mae was used to that. Her mentor, Dr. Allenby, had tried to find which one groaned but had never been able to. Other than the protection spells, which were put on outside the room, no magic could be used, so he’d had to physically walk the stacks, hoping he could pin-point the groaning using his hearing alone.

      Allenby had retired last year, though he’d been the one to do some of the initial work with the old volumes. Mae had taken over the translations.

      Her eyes ached. She’d been at the translation for too long. She needed to step out and take a rest. The lights in the vault were dimmer than optimal for reading. But they were there to protect the books, not the readers. Which in many ways made no sense and Mae often argued for better lighting, though she knew that was a lost cause.

      Eyes could be fixed. It was debatable whether or not the books could.

      She didn’t rub her eyes, knowing she’d just have to re-sterilize her fingers. Instead, she copied down what she thought she was reading. Most rain spells called for water. This one, for some odd reason called for lemon juice. Mae didn’t know if they’d had lemons in Appalachia when this book would have been written.

      She copied the word that she was translating as lemons carefully into her notes to look over later. Maybe she was misreading. She’d love to take a photo but that was another no no. She could copy with her pencil but not photograph. It wasn’t that they didn’t want anyone to know what was in the book. It was to preserve the books.

      Sighing, Mae stood. The floors were all dull white tiles. No sealants of any sort. The shelves were metal of the same sort as the table. All had magical protections, of the sort that didn’t interfere with other spells. Mae knew the difference, though her students often pushed back against some of the routines.

      There were magical laws that often made no sense and the older the magic, the more difficult it was to parse what would happen when it came in contact with other magic. The oldest books spent time in a quarantine vault. Mae wasn’t even allowed to go in there as a translator, not a preservationist. Dr. Allenby had credentials as both and he had been the one to warn her away from that side of her studies.

      “Enjoy reading the old things after someone else has taken care of them,” Allenby had told her.

      Mae carefully closed the book and left it out. Mae was the only translator working there that week. The librarian would leave it out for her. If Mae had wanted it re-shelved she would have put it on the stand near the door that signaled she was done with the book.

      The solid metal door opened silently into an anteroom. Mae pulled off the apron she wore and hung it up. She then undid the hair net that kept her braided long red hair out of her face and made sure it didn’t touch the books. The notebook was scanned and she was allowed to take it and her pencils out to the main room where she had a locker for her things.

      The locker room was a large area just outside the smaller anteroom that may once have been a closet. Or perhaps it never had considering it was between the main library and the vault. The vault wasn’t beneath the library. It was its own thing. Another part of making sure nothing interfered with the magical books.

      The University of Magic of the Appalachian States had one of the largest collections of magical tomes. The library was built into the side of one of the mountains that rose up around the university and the vault was miles underground. Even part of the library was underground, the thinking being that no one really needed windows to look at books. Besides, windowless rooms meant more wall space for shelving, of which there was plenty of need.

      While the vault was a minimalist space, the metal shelves at least three feet from the single table that Mae worked at, the locker room was anything but. Wood benches painted white sat in front of metal lockers that ran from the floor to slightly above Mae’s head. The flooring was cork, in case anyone was wet, though no one would be wet after being in the vault, so that always felt strange to Mae. Her purse hung in the locker she’d been assigned.

      No matter when Mae came it always smelled as if a janitor had just come through with lemon cleansers to clean out the space. The scent was almost overwhelming after the sensory deprivation of the vault. The lighting was bright and while the bench and floor didn’t shine, the whole place seemed too bright after the dimness of the vault.

      Mae sat on the bench for a moment to allow her eyes to adjust more fully. She didn’t have a coat that day. Spring meant that it was nice enough for her to walk out in the long-sleeved blouse she wore. The cuffs were tightly buttoned so that they couldn’t accidentally brush the books as she worked. Later, if she cared, she’d unbutton them and roll them up to her elbows. She wasn’t required to wear long sleeves in the vault, but Mae made it a practice.

      The locker room wasn’t huge, perhaps the same size as the vault, though Mae had never been allowed to wander through the place. Magic kept her from the stacks. Dr. Allenby hadn’t ever answered the question about how large the room was. Mae suspected it was bigger than she thought.

      The locker room had two rows of lockers with the benches between them. It was maybe twenty feet long. Around the corner were bathrooms for those who worked in the vault and needed a quick break. Beyond the bathroom was a little kitchen area with a coffee maker and a pot for tea. There was a small refrigerator in case someone wanted to keep lunch in there. Like the locker room, the floor was cork and the walls white, the lights bright.

      Mae walked quickly through. She’d spent enough time eating lunch down in the cavern of the basement to want to do so if she didn’t absolutely have to. She wanted to get back to her office and some of her dictionaries to see about the translation on the latest spell.

      After the kitchen, she was in the basement of the library. More stacks, but these had minimal magical protections. Some of the books weren’t even magical tomes. She passed the compact shelving system that only had one row of the stacks open. The rest were on tracks that allowed them to move when someone needed to get at the books.

      Then she was in the main basement area where a librarian worked at a desk. She didn’t look up as Mae passed, her braid swinging. Mae would hate that job. There were no windows down there and while the light was reasonably bright, the basement was always too quiet. And the vault was back there, the magical protections from it raising the hairs on Mae’s head, a sort of keep-away spell that was no doubt designed with nosey students in mind.

      Keys were always needed for even the kitchen and more keys to the vault, but the university didn’t trust the students studying magic not to ignore such mundane locks. Instead, there were magical locks as well as the keep-away spell. Mae didn’t even think when she used either the physical key or the magical one.

      Mae took elevator up the two floors to the main floor of the library. The floor above the basement was only partly above ground. The next floor was completely above ground in the front and was the main level of the library. After her morning in the stacks, Mae needed to see light and to let her eyes adjust to real life. Her office was in the building next door. If she went up to the fourth floor, she could walk across in a raised windowed walkway but she preferred to get some fresh air. She felt as if the air washed away the magic from the vault when she went out.

      Dr. Allenby had told her that wasn’t true, but she still held that thought and continued.

      Mae walked quickly across the walkway to the ancient languages building. They shared it with the care of ancient books department as well as the spells and incantations department. Mae’s office was on the first floor back beyond the bright entry that rose up all four floors. Her office looked like not much more than a closet with far less space than the vault, but it, at least, had windows.

      Mae settled down amongst the clutter of books and found the tomes she was looking for practically by feel. The windows to her left brought in outside light and the door to her right, currently left open, brought in the bright hallway lights, making the chair across from her desk gleam.

      Her office might look disorganized but it was really just cluttered with books that no longer fit on shelves. Mae kept the ones she used most often close at hand. And the translation book she wanted was one she used often.

      It was a thick thing with pages that were rice paper thin. She had a copy on her computer as well, the laptop hidden down in a drawer because she so rarely used it. She kept no particularly sensitive books in her office, but just in case, the drawer with the laptop was spelled to keep it from interfering with anything.

      Mae paged through the worn pages, skipping through pages she’d marked with another piece of paper or in a few cases a spell. She found the word she was looking for. The most common use was lemon. It could also mean orange. Usually in juice. Ancient usage was anything acidic. Mae bit her lip.

      She wondered why an acidic liquid would be added to a spell for rain. She ran her fingers along her chin thinking. Her eyes closed slowly and she breathed in the scents of too many books and stale coffee. A class let out and from the main lobby area she heard the sudden sounds of students leaving classrooms and walking through the main reception area.

      Their voices echoed in the high-ceilinged room and the sounds made their way to Mae’s office in the back, even when her door was closed. Her class load was so light, she rarely had to worry about students coming in without an appointment.

      Mae taught a single class, co-taught another, and then did her research. She’d been published in too many high-level magical journals for her not have gotten tenure. Her name was one of the ones that drew people to the university, just as Dr. Allenby’s name had drawn her there years before.

      Footsteps sounded on the tile floors coming towards her door. Mae figured they’d go to the secretary. She was surprised when someone cleared their throat, causing her eyes to fly open.

      “Leah,” Mae said quietly. “What can I do for you?”

      Leah Navarre was tall and thin and blue black hair that reached to her chin. She worked in the spells and incantations department and her grasp of spells was uncanny. She was also very nearly psychic about some things.

      “I had a feeling you needed me,” Leah said awkwardly.

      Mae knew that the other faculty rarely understood her. Most hated the vault, finding it far too claustrophobic. Mae didn’t like it but she figured it was part of her job to be there, translating books that needed translating. And she was more than excited about the ancient tomes she was working with.

      No doubt Leah was right.

      “I have a question about something I found in the old book,” Mae said. Everyone knew which old book she was referring to.

      Leah raised an eyebrow.

      “Why would someone use lemon or perhaps an acidic liquid rather than water in a rain spell?” Mae asked.

      Leah cocked her head. “Maybe it had something to do with the quality of the rain falling?”

      “There’s no real context, unfortunately.”

      “I can’t see what harm it would do. We use ordinary faucet water for rain, which isn’t an exact match. Rain might have certain impurities and of course water from the faucet could have fluoride and what not. Are there any other changes?” Leah asked.

      “No.” The spell looked like one Mae had learned as a child for calling rain clouds. The only change she noted was the suggestion of lemon juice, or if the translation guide was to be believed, any acidic juice.

      “Let’s try it this evening. That’s always the best time for a rain spell. That way we won’t ruin someone’s beach plans.” Leah grinned and headed off.

      Mae stood up as well, intending to go to the store and purchase some lemon juice. That would be the easiest. She smiled suddenly, eager to try the spell with the slightly changed ingredient. Maybe lemon would sooth and calm, help placate the weather so instead of storms the rain would fall more gently. Lemon was often considered calming in spell work.

      The afternoon passed more slowly than Mae would have liked. It was one of the few times she might have wished to have more classes, though she never felt she was good with the students, not like Dr. Allenby, or even Leah Navarre.

      Mae forced herself to work on a paper she needed to submit to The Journal of Ancient Texts about the book she was working with. She had a few interesting tidbits to share. She was not yet ready to share her information on the acidic juice or lemon juice in the rain spell but there were a handful of other things.

      She was currently working on a paper about the changes in the way in which magical keys were unlocked. It was a rather dull trajectory having gone from a single finger in ancient times to the modern-day usage of three fingers.  Still, it was an important bit of magical history.

      The lemon juice might be a better paper, but she had a feeling she wouldn’t be done in time for that submission. The next paper, though, could be about the rain spell. If, as Leah had suggested, the lemon worked as a calming influence, it could be used to great effect particularly in places where, when the rains finally did come, they often came as huge storms that did as much or more damage as drought.

      As the evening rolled around Mae locked her office and headed up to Leah’s on the second floor. Leah was in the main part of the spells and incantations office. There were other professors and from time to time there were loud chats and laughter that one of the secretaries would hush like a librarian going after recalcitrant users.

      Tonight, most of the doors were closed. Leah had everything set on her desk, including her caldron, a large brass thing carved with ancient writing that said something like protect the user and the spell.

      Leah’s office wasn’t any larger than Mae’s but it was filled with various items commonly used in spells. Books lined shelves behind her but she hadn’t squeezed in another set of shelves. She also didn’t have as big of a window, but plenty of evening light still streamed in.

      Leah picked up the caldron with items inside. Mae noticed she had her wand and athame with her.

      “I brought lemon juice,” Mae said. “It seems like the most useful.”

      The walked out of the offices towards the grove. The grove was an area off to the edge of campus with nine trees set in a circle. The ground had been consecrated for spell work. Anyone doing spells on campus typically used it, even the students. It wasn’t dark enough that someone doing a spell requiring a particular phase of the moon would be using it. The dinner hour meant most students would be eating rather than practicing spells, so Mae and Leah shouldn’t have any trouble making use of the grove.

      Mae knew a few students did minor spells in their rooms but most went out to the grove for anything larger than a luck, a get some sleep, or a boost memory spell.

      A slight breeze blew up as they crossed the campus. They passed some of the older brick buildings that had been there for decades and then the more modern magical sciences lab, which, while still brick, had a more modern entry with glass rising across the front, not unlike the building Mae and Leah inhabited.

      Past the science lab they turned to their right and walked down the concrete path to the grove. Flower beds lined the way, the flowers poking their heads up, ready to bloom in the early spring. As the sun was beginning to set, Mae felt the chill of the air a little more than she had earlier. Too bad she didn’t have a sweater. Leah, naturally had one.

      She heard the students laughing as they walked, some of them talking far too loudly. A car’s brakes squealed from the road that ran in front of the main part of the campus. Leaves rustled. All normal sounds around the campus. Mae let her spirit soak up the energies, enjoying the way the campus felt like a small town, cozying up to her, welcoming. Familiar.
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