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        Jessica, thank you for setting me on the right path when I got off-track

        Joe, thank you for sharing your experiences.

        I couldn’t have done this without either of you.
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      “What are you doing in here?”

      Ruethwyn cringed at the voice’s sharp tone, her fingers only inches from the book she’d been staring at. She froze in place, then hesitantly retracted her hand and turned to face the speaker, feeling unsteady on the stool as she swallowed hard.

      The speaker turned out to be the librarian, and Sinera looked very unhappy. Ruethwyn had only ever heard her father and mother speak respectfully about the black-haired, elderly mage, but the librarian had always scared Ruethwyn slightly.

      Sinera’s blue eyes narrowed and she spoke again, her voice frosty. “Children aren’t allowed in the library. Where’re your parents, girl?”

      “B-Busy…” Ruethwyn stuttered, swallowing hard and taking a breath before continuing, looking up at the librarian in trepidation. “Mom… mom’s out hunting. Dad’s weaving.”

      “Oh? You must be Beran and Mareth’s child, then,” Sinera said, her tone softening ever so slightly, but still staring at Ruethwyn. “If they’re busy, what are you doing here, girl? You should be out playing with the other children.”

      “They don’t like me. They say I’m boring, ’cause I’d rather read,” Ruethwyn mumbled, looking down at the ground unhappily, trying to suppress the tears welling up in her eyes as she remembered what the other children had said. “I’m not allowed to touch Mom and Dad’s spellbooks, so I’m out of books at home. I just… just wanted to read. I’m sorry.”

      “You’re out of books? I thought that Beran had at least, oh… a half-dozen books. You’re telling me you finished them?” Sinera asked, her tone gentler now, but Ruethwyn’s distress was intense enough that she didn’t really notice that. Instead, she climbed down from the stool as she nodded.

      “Yes. I like… like reading about other lands. Other places, and the stories of their heroes. It’s… it’s interesting. I wish I could see the same thing someday,” Ruethwyn said miserably, her shoulder’s slumping slightly. “I’m sorry, I’ll… I’ll leave.”
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        * * *

      

      “One moment,” Sinera said, almost surprising herself as she stared at the child, her curiosity roused. “What’s your name? How old are you?”

      The young girl raised her head, a couple of tears trickling down her face. She had dark brown hair pulled back in a ponytail to keep it clear of her pointed ears, fair skin, and eyes that were such a deep blue as to almost be black. The girl’s dress was nicer than that of most of the other children Sinera had seen, which should have been a clue that she was Beran’s daughter, but more interesting was how spotless the dress was. Most children Sinera knew would have soiled the light blue cloth by this point, but the dress was in near-pristine condition, rather than being well-worn.

      “I’m… I’m Ruethwyn. I’ll be eight in Copper Skies,” the girl said, and Sinera’s eyebrows rose still more.

      The books she was talking about weren’t likely complicated, but for an eight-year-old elven girl they were impressive, especially if she’d finished all of them. If Sinera remembered right, Beran and Mareth were both minor magi, which was why they had more books than most of Mellesyn’s inhabitants. With Ruethwyn’s age, she couldn’t really be tested for magical talent for several years, but as inquisitive as the girl seemed… if nothing else, that was worth supporting. Someone had to take care of the library once Sinera passed on, after all.

      “You don’t need to leave, but you can’t be in here unaccompanied,” Sinera said, her words causing Ruethwyn’s eyes to widen in surprise.

      “Really? I… I thought you’d be mad,” Ruethwyn mumbled, her hands clutching her dress tightly.

      “Really. I don’t like having children in the library because they don’t follow the rules most of the time. Do you know what the rules are, Ruethwyn?” Sinera asked, leaning down to look the young girl in the eyes.

      “Um, no…” Ruethwyn said, her gaze lowering. “I didn’t know.”

      “Let’s fix that, then. Look me in the eyes, Ruethwyn,” Sinera said, trying to keep her voice patient. She’d never had children and hadn’t been interested in a family, so she wasn’t entirely certain how to deal with the girl.

      Ruethwyn looked up slowly, flushing as she did so, and Sinera smiled.

      “Alright. The first rule is that until you’re twenty, you aren’t allowed to enter the library without being accompanied by an adult. That means your parents or me. The second rule is that you have to wipe your feet at the door and not track in dirt or mud. The third rule is one of the two most important ones. You cannot bring a candle or other flame into the library,” Sinera explained, seeing just enough comprehension in Ruethwyn’s gaze to be sure she understood what Sinera was saying. “Fourth, no running or yelling in the library. And last, if you damage a book permanently without extremely good reasons, you’ll never be allowed into the library again. Do you understand me?”

      “Um, yes, but…” Ruethwyn hesitated for a moment, then asked, “What if Mom came in and fell? They once told me to call for help if they got hurt.”

      “I see. In that case, you could run for help or yell for someone, but only in an emergency,” Sinera said, resisting the urge to smile. While it was a small thing, the girl’s question showed another spark of intelligence. “Do you agree to the rules, Ruethwyn?”

      “Y-yes, Lady Sinera,” Ruethwyn replied quickly, standing up straight as she did so, looking oddly solemn. “I… I just want to read more.”

      “Very good. In that case, I think the books here are a little complex for you, Ruethwyn,” Sinera said, straightening and offering her hand. “Tell me, have you heard of the Sea of Mists?”

      “Um, I think so. The sea with the crystal desert on the other side?” Ruethwyn said, her eyes lighting up after a moment.

      “Yes, that’s it. It’s rather far to our south, but I have a book that I think would be good for you regarding it. If you do well, we’ll see about letting you read a few other books,” Sinera said, making a beckoning gesture. “Does that sound good to you?”

      “Yes! Thank you!” Ruethwyn said enthusiastically, and she reached out to take Sinera’s hand.

      Smiling at the girl’s excitement, Sinera began leading the way to the book in question, and away from the heavy history tomes which she imagined would have crushed Ruethwyn’s enthusiasm. It was a better way to encourage the young girl’s interest in knowledge.

      Still, how small and warm Ruethwyn’s hand was in her own was surprising to Sinera, as was how comforting it was to her.
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      “Lady Sinera?” The man’s voice wasn’t too loud, but Sinera paused, blinking at the man who’d poked his head into her office.

      Beran Sylaris wasn’t very remarkable, Sinera knew, at least not compared to most people. His hair was similar to his daughter’s, a dark brown wave that he kept cut at about shoulder-length and otherwise relatively plain, though handsome enough with his warm brown eyes lighting up his face. Sinera mostly knew him because Beran was one of a relative handful of practitioners of the magical sphere of cloth, and she’d done some research once she’d found that out. It wasn’t a remarkable sphere, but it was certainly useful for the tailor.

      “This is a surprise, Beran. You don’t come to the library often, let alone come looking for me,” Sinera said, straightening from where she’d been going through a box of books that’d been brought in the previous day. It was a surprise, because most of the townsfolk viewed her with nervous awe. Despite how far Sinera had fallen, her magic was still far greater than that of any other mage in Mellesyn.

      “I don’t, no, but I felt that I needed to come in and speak with you. Mareth said I should, and she’s been too busy to come in,” Beran admitted, looking a little uncomfortable as he shifted his weight from foot to foot.

      “Why might that be?” Sinera asked, resisting the urge to sigh at his reaction. She suspected she knew why he was there, though.

      It’d been four years since she’d found Ruethwyn in the library without permission, and Sinera had found herself growing oddly fond of the girl. Most of the children in town were the type to run about, laughing and playing as they explored the forest around the town, but Ruethwyn was different. The girl was quieter and more thoughtful than most of the others Sinera had seen, and though Ruethwyn was prone to abrupt emotional changes and sudden delight, Sinera had begun taking a certain joy in guiding the young girl. It was far more surprising that it’d taken this long for Ruethwyn’s parents to come speak with her than the fact that they had.

      “It’s about Ruethwyn,” Beran said, hesitating before he asked, “May I come in?”

      “Of course. Take a seat if you’d like,” Sinera said and paused as the man approached the chair, looking uncomfortable. As he eased into it, she asked, “Now, what’s this about Ruethwyn?”

      “Well, it came to our attention some time ago that she’s been visiting the library a lot, and since you didn’t seem to object we haven’t paid it any mind. Rue has often been a curious child, and she loves reading,” Beran said, hesitation in his voice as he continued. “But… a couple days ago she brought a book home. She said you lent it to her, but I thought that we’d best be certain. Rue isn’t causing problems, is she, or being a bother?”

      “A bother? Of course not. Ruethwyn is an inquisitive, considerate young girl, especially for her age. It’s been fascinating to watch her develop,” Sinera said, shaking her head slightly as she added, “Oh, I’ve been a bit concerned that she spends so much time here, but it’s her choice. I should add that I did allow her to take the book home to study.”

      “Wonderful!” Beran said, relief obvious on his face as he relaxed. “I was just concerned, and… well, I was also curious what your intentions for her are.”

      “That’s an excellent question, and I don’t know the answer yet. At the moment, I’m guiding her, but you know as well as I do that just because a child shows an interest in knowledge at this age doesn’t mean they’ll retain that desire for their entire life,” Sinera said, and Beran nodded in agreement.

      “Yes. I trained as a forester for nearly a decade before finding that I loved weaving and making clothing more,” the man said. “You’re meaning something like that, yes?”

      “Precisely. If she keeps her interest, I could easily see her becoming my assistant and taking over as Mellesyn’s librarian when I decide to move on,” Sinera said, deliberately ignoring the aspect that moving on would likely involve her death. “However, there’s another possibility as well. You and Mareth are both minor magi, which means that Ruethwyn could have a decent talent for magic of her own. It’ll be a couple more years before I’d care to test her for such, but it’s a possibility.”

      “Really? Well, of course, I suppose I can understand that,” Beran said, running a hand through his hair. “I just didn’t think about it much. Having a love of knowledge would certainly help. Do you think she might be capable of going to an academy or the like in one of the larger villages? Assuming she has a talent for magic, I mean.”

      “I think you’re misunderstanding, Beran,” Sinera said, her tone mild as she smiled ever so slightly. “If Ruethwyn doesn’t change for the worse and has at least a modest talent, I’m considering taking her as an apprentice.”

      “You… I…” Beran’s eyes went wide as he stared at her, obviously in shock.

      “Still, that’s a question for the future. Don’t talk to her about it, since it wouldn’t do to get her hopes up,” Sinera said firmly, pulling out one of the books and setting it on her desk. “Now, is that everything? I have some new books to sort and examine for damage.”

      “I… of course, Lady Sinera. Thank you for your time,” Beran conceded, standing and bowing his head. “I’ll talk to Mareth. You gave me a great deal to think about.”

      “Good,” Sinera said, and as he left, she went back to her books.
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      Ruethwyn headed toward the center of town nervously. Earlier, her mother had made a soft but pointed comment about how much she was staying inside. After how upset her parents had been after she brought home the book Sinera had lent her, Ruethwyn thought that maybe going to play with the other children would make them happier.

      That wasn’t to say that it didn’t make her nervous, though. She didn’t play with the others often, and they didn’t read much. As Ruethwyn reached the center of town, she saw a half-dozen children gathered near the town elder’s home, along with a couple others scattered in between her and the group, who looked like they were preparing for target practice based on the bows they had out.

      Swallowing hard, Ruethwyn started across the clearing toward the largest group, her heart pounding as she did so. It was so bright out, and she was used to the dimmer light of the library.

      As she passed a pair of others, Carlen and Jayla, she heard Carlen speak, his voice startled. “Is that Rue? What’s she doing out here?”

      His tone was… unpleasant, and Ruethwyn slowed slightly as she heard Jayla reply.

      “It is, isn’t it? Weird… I mean, I know that her parents are Sylvan, but she’d be better off with the Karakar, with how much she’s in the library,” Jayla said, her voice just barely audible. “Mother says that while all elves should learn what they can, she spends too much time there. It just isn’t natural to spend that much time reading.”

      “Yeah,” Carlen replied, and Ruethwyn quickly moved out of earshot before he could continue, her cheeks and ears burning with embarrassment.

      A hot sensation was prickling at her eyes, and Ruethwyn took a moment to force back the tears trying to well up before looking at the cluster of elves with the bows.

      As she watched, one of the girls drew the bow with practiced ease, an ease which Ruethwyn wouldn’t be able to manage herself. If she tried, all she’d be doing was inviting more ridicule. It just… wasn’t worth that. Ruethwyn would rather be home with her book, which wouldn’t criticize her for anything.

      So, Ruethwyn changed course and headed past the tree and started circling the long way back home. She didn’t want to pass Carlen and Jayla again.
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      The sound of Anara’s voice caused Ruethwyn to pause halfway to the library, looking for the slightly older elven girl. Ruethwyn found the source of the wordless song in the middle of the town square, and as she did, Ruethwyn held back a sigh of… she wasn’t certain how to view it. Envy and resignation at the same time, perhaps.

      Anara was everything that Ruethwyn envied and wanted to be. The young woman was only five years older than Ruethwyn, and Anara was beloved of all Mellesyn. With a lithe but full figure, hair like spun gold, and crystal blue eyes that sparkled in the sun, Anara was the very image of Sylvan beauty, and she was surrounded by her friends and family even now.

      Even more impressive from Ruethwyn’s point of view was Anara’s gift with song and dance, a gift which extended far beyond mere beauty. Though she was skilled enough, there were whispers that Anara hoped to learn in the capital once she was older. In front of her group was a large spar of old deadwood, and in response to Anara’s voice the weathered mahogany shimmered and shifted, regaining a hint of life as it began to reshape under Anara’s control.

      It didn’t help that no matter how much she tried, Ruethwyn couldn’t seem to get along with the others properly. Every time she wanted to speak to them, she either froze up or couldn’t relate to the other teens in Mellesyn. Most of them didn’t read as much as she had, and they thought she was quiet and strange. So, with a last, longing glance at Anara, Ruethwyn clutched her book to her chest and continued on her path to the library.

      The library was built inside an ancient, immense oak tree, which had been grown expressly to contain it, and as Ruethwyn pushed open the door, she inhaled the familiar, heady scent of books. Ruethwyn knew her parents didn’t like the smell nearly as much as she did, but for the last seven years the library had been almost like a second home for her. Sinera could be strict at times, but she’d always been honest to Ruethwyn, and had led her to find the books she’d truly wanted to read, not just the ones Ruethwyn had believed she would like.

      That was why the book she’d been given three days before was such a shock, even if it’d led to slight disappointment in herself. Stepping up to Sinera’s desk, Ruethwyn set the book down carefully and rang the bell, then stood back to wait.

      It took a minute before Sinera arrived, her hands smudged from her work copying some document or another, but the older woman smiled slightly as she spoke. “Ruethwyn! This is a surprise; I thought you’d be busy for today.”

      “Ah, I didn’t realize. I’m sorry to interrupt, then,” Ruethwyn said, nodding toward the desk as she added, “I just came to return the book you lent me.”

      “Already?” Sinera’s eyebrows rose, then furrowed as she looked at the book, a hint of disappointment in her tone as she asked, “Was it too difficult for you? I’d hoped that you might be able to understand it, given your parents.”

      “Oh no! You misunderstand!” Ruethwyn said quickly, her eyes widening. “I… I thought that you expected me to understand it more quickly. I finished the book the day before yesterday, but I barely managed to conjure a glimmer of light this morning. I thought… thought that was too slow.”

      “You conjured a glimmer of light? Show me,” Sinera ordered, her face now almost impassive, but Ruethwyn could see the librarian’s concentration despite that. Sinera rarely gave orders like that, so after a moment of hesitation, Ruethwyn nodded.

      “Okay… it might take a minute, though,” Ruethwyn warned, taking a deep breath, then closed her eyes and concentrated.

      The book Sinera had given Ruethwyn had excited her initially, as it went over the basics of magic, but it’d also been hard to understand in some ways. Her parents had told her that they weren’t going to teach her anything until she was twenty, so she’d jumped at the opportunity to learn anything this soon. Five years felt like forever to her. Even so, she’d never heard her parents discuss anything like she’d experienced, and from what they’d said, each of them had managed their first spell, no matter how short-lived, within hours of beginning training. That was why Ruethwyn was so disappointed in herself, but Sinera’s reaction puzzled her.

      It took a moment to find the slight, pulsing sense of power or light within her chest again, and Ruethwyn breathed in slowly, deeply, as she touched it. The flickering point was supposed to be the core of her body’s mana, almost like a second heart, and the book said that a person couldn’t survive without it. It was tiny, she knew, but that was normal. Not many people had much of a mana core to begin with, so she carefully began to urge the mana within her to flow outward, and it slowly began to obey.

      The sensation was like tingling traces of warmth spreading through her torso and limbs as the mana flowed through her mana veins, pooling in her hands and lips like it had the previous time, as well as at the center of her forehead. Then came the difficult part.

      Shaping the mana was hard, but Ruethwyn managed it slowly and carefully as she opened her eyes and held her hands like they were filled with water. Her arms and skin were flickering with faint whorls and patterns of light, which she hadn’t seen on other people, but Ruethwyn ignored them, speaking softly. “Light… come out, little light…”

      The mana pulsed out of her with each word, both from her lips and her hands, but Ruethwyn’s eyes were glued on the point between her hands. It took several long, long moments… and then a flicker of blue light appeared between her hands, almost like the ghost of a firefly that glimmered and guttered as it nearly went out. Sinera’s sharp inhalation was enough to break Ruethwyn’s concentration and she lost the mana abruptly. The light went out and the patterns faded.

      As Ruethwyn looked up and began to speak, she froze at the look of both surprise and the broad smile on Sinera’s face. After a moment, Ruethwyn licked her lips and asked, “Sinera?”

      “I don’t believe it. Hundreds of candidates, dozens of tests… and you figured it out in three days, on your own? You developed it to this point?” Sinera said, her smile growing. “You all but fell into my lap… I never expected this, Ruethwyn. I gave you that book on a whim.”

      “What are you talking about? It was just a magical primer, wasn’t it?” Ruethwyn asked, her confusion growing. “I just did what it said to do, but I was slow, so I thought…”

      “Ruethwyn, what this is, is an introduction to my personal style of magic, which I developed when I was younger. It’s… almost a minor sphere, but not really,” Sinera said, picking up her book and stroking the cover, allowing her voice to lapse for a moment, then continuing softly. “It’s hard to use, Rue. My sister was the only other person who could use it properly, and she wasn’t as dedicated as I was. I went through dozens of potential students, and none of them could master the basics. Oh, they could try to use the more advanced rituals, but that always ended badly. No, I’d been almost certain that you couldn’t use it, and then you go and show a greater talent with it than I possess.”

      “What? B-but…” Ruethwyn began, feeling almost dizzy for a moment, then swallowing and saying, “That’s not possible, though! You’re the powerful mage. I’m just… just the daughter of a tailor and minor druid! Dad and Mom call themselves that, too!”

      Sinera let out a soft snort of derision, shaking her head firmly. “Talent doesn’t care what station you have in life, Rue. I’m hardly that powerful, not anymore, but that doesn’t mean that I don’t want to pass down what I’ve learned.”

      “B-but…” Ruethwyn began to protest, but Sinera cut her off with a stern look.

      “Rue. I’ve been hoping to encounter someone with both the talent for my magic and the proper temperament for years. In fact, I gave up and came here, originally,” Sinera said, her tone pointed. “I could’ve retired and taught at the royal academy, but instead I came here, to Mellesyn. Perhaps it was Fate that brought me here, though, since you were born here. I’ve known you for more than half a decade, and taught you like a… an adopted daughter, I suppose. You have an inquisitive mind and a good heart, and the talent for my magic. I’d prefer to teach you, but if you don’t want it, I suppose you can always take my position as Mellesyn’s librarian when I pass on.”

      “I…” Ruethwyn began, then hesitated, trying to untangle her emotions. She was terrified, honestly, at both the thought of what Sinera had said and the weight of the expectations she’d have. When she’d thought she’d had the talent of no more than a marginal mage, it’d been crushing at first, but no more than what she’d expected. Now the weight was far worse, and Ruethwyn couldn’t help her indecision.

      “I can wait for your answer, Rue,” Sinera said after a moment, then smiled and glanced at the library as she added, “It would allow you to truly go out and see the world. Why, if you learn well… I can nominate you to join the royal academy once you’re far enough along.”

      The thought of traveling and seeing the world flashed through Ruethwyn’s head, and more importantly, she remembered that Anara hoped to go to the capital. The thought made her hesitate a moment more, then Ruethwyn swallowed hard and nodded. “I’d… I’m a bit nervous and scared of what you’re saying, Sinera, but if you’re really wanting to teach me… yes?”

      Sinera laughed at Ruethwyn’s response, her voice gentle. “I’m glad. You have some time to change your mind, but for now let’s leave it at that. I need to speak with your parents first, anyway.”

      “Right,” Ruethwyn said, relief flooding through her with the decision made, then hesitating before adding, “I don’t think I’ll change my mind, though.”

      “I’m glad to hear that,” Sinera said.

      Ruethwyn noticed that her mentor seemed far more relaxed than she had in a long time. It was reassuring.
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      The sun felt wonderful against Ruethwyn’s skin, and the breeze was just strong enough to offset the sun’s heat. The breeze also brought both the scent of flowers and the sound of laughter and music to her ears, but Ruethwyn didn’t need the sound to know that others were enjoying themselves. From where she was sitting, on a bench by the library, Ruethwyn could see that well enough as she pretended to read her book.

      It was hard to tear her gaze away from Anara as the gold-haired elf danced in the town square, to the delight of both her teachers and a couple of her friends. Anara was graceful and beautiful, her movements as fluid as a stream as she moved in time to the music, and it would’ve been difficult for Ruethwyn to look away from the dancer even if she’d wanted to.

      Ruethwyn didn’t want to, though. She’d liked Anara for better than a decade, but every time she’d tried to find the words to tell the older woman, Ruethwyn’s words had frozen on her lips. It didn’t help that she was almost an outcast in their generation, as Ruethwyn was the only one learning sorcery from Sinera. She wouldn’t be surprised if Anara didn’t even know Ruethwyn’s name, though it was doubtful.

      So instead she watched and longed to find the words to speak to Anara. Ruethwyn couldn’t help but hope that she’d be able to do so when they joined the caravan to head to the capital in a few weeks. If she didn’t… well, Anara would be joining a conservatory to learn song and dance properly, while Ruethwyn would be going to Tyrness Academy to learn magic. The chances of them happening to meet again would be slim, and Ruethwyn was determined to avoid allowing that to happen.

      With the sound of the laughter, it took Ruethwyn a surprisingly long time to notice that the sounds of birds had vanished, and that the forest around them had gone silent. It was when the sun began to fade away that Ruethwyn looked upward, blinking in surprise. She’d thought the sky would be clear that morning.

      The massive swirl of clouds looked almost like someone had drawn them inward over the town, and Ruethwyn closed her book and stood as she glanced around, the music and dancing no longer echoing through the town square, and her lips thinned at the sight of obvious magic.

      Mellesyn wasn’t a large village, and on a normal day, she could see all the way to the mill on the edge of town without too much trouble. Instead, it was like a fog had drifted in and shrouded the buildings, which were only twenty paces away. It surrounded the others as well, and Ruethwyn could hear the murmurs of confusion and fear from the group around Anara.

      The first scream echoed from out in the fog and Ruethwyn spun in its direction, quickly setting her book on the bench as she searched for the source. The sound had been oddly muffled, and as she saw movement in the shadows, Ruethwyn tensed.

      Immel Fairlyn staggered out of the mist, clutching his shoulder, and Ruethwyn’s eyes went wide as she saw the stain of red around the arrow buried in his shoulder. The smith’s eyes were wide, and he opened his mouth to say something just as a dozen more figures emerged from the mist.

      An elven man wearing a dark-hued steel breastplate brought down his sword savagely into Immel’s back, dropping the man to the ground with a spray of blood as Ruethwyn froze in shock, her eyes going huge as she looked down at the fallen man. Her heart almost seemed to stop as more screams echoed through the village, along with a few clatters of metal on metal as she saw that the dozen figures were men and women, primarily humans and elves who all wore similar armor.

      Anara’s scream finally broke Ruethwyn out of her shock and she began calling on her magic, drawing it from her mana core and outward as she prepared her spells. The words were just coming to her lips when another voice broke the silence, the firm incantation echoing through the clearing like thunder.

      An instant later, lightning lanced out past Ruethwyn in a brilliant flash and arced between the dozen soldiers with a thunderous crack. In its wake, they fell to the ground and Ruethwyn turned, relief flooding her as she saw the caster, flickers of electricity still dancing around her hands.

      Sinera stood firmly in place, her eyes intense as she glanced around the clearing. With one hand, she pushed her braided hair back and she spoke suddenly. “Rue, gather the others and get them into the escape tunnel. You need to get out of here, now.”

      “What? Why?” Ruethwyn exclaimed, her eyes going wide as she stepped closer. “You just dealt with a dozen of them easily! I could help!”

      “You don’t understand, Rue! You’ve no combat experience and those were Shadowguard. If they’re here, that means—” Sinera said hotly, but there was a sudden, immense burst of wind from behind Ruethwyn and the sound of wings. The sorceress’s eyes went wide and she cried out. “Run, Rue!”

      Ruethwyn heard the sound of something immense inhaling and had only begun to turn when Sinera grabbed her and shoved her to Ruethwyn’s left, and the world exploded around her.

      A blast of immense heat hit Ruethwyn’s back all along the right side, and she saw a flash of light through her right eye before her vision vanished. Suddenly, she couldn’t feel almost anything above her leg on that side, and what she could feel was… indescribable. The sheer pain down the middle of her back and across her skull was incredible, though it seemed to dull as she began to fall.

      Through her left eye, Ruethwyn was able to see part of what happened. As she hit the ground, Sinera vanished into a torrent of golden-white flames that then washed over the immense tree containing the library. The bark of the ancient tree smoldered for an instant before it ignited, then the jet of fire vanished and a deep, booming laugh rolled over Ruethwyn. She barely noticed, watching in horror as a blackened, charred corpse that was little more than bones collapsed where her teacher had been.

      “Pathetic.” The immense, deep voice thrummed through the ground, and its reverberations intensified Ruethwyn’s pain as she gasped, other screams and cries dying out around her. The only sound almost seemed to be the impact of several huge steps on the ground and the crackle of the flames from the library. Then the dragon came into view.

      Resvarygrath the Gilded. Ruethwyn knew the dragon’s name the instant he came into sight, for his appearance was unmistakable. The dragon was immense, one of his claws almost as large as Ruethwyn’s torso, and his scales were the color of hematite, if hematite was washed in gold rather than silver, the rims of each scale pure gold, and his eyes were deep, piercing gold.

      One of those immense eyes flicked over Ruethwyn contemptuously from over a dozen feet off the ground, and the dragon snorted, murmuring, “Hmph. A pity, would’ve made a halfway decent maid for the others. No matter. I have what I came for.”

      With a claw, the dragon carefully retrieved Sinera’s corpse, and Ruethwyn gasped, pain racking her body as she tried to reach for her teacher’s remains, her breathing labored as she gasped, her voice barely audible as panic flooded her. “N-no… stop…”

      The wyrm ignored her, turning and speaking loudly. “Essryl, are you done?”

      “Yes, Milord.” The silky voice of another woman drew Ruethwyn’s attention to the other side of the clearing, and the young woman stared in shock at what had happened in only minutes.

      The bloody bodies of several villagers were on the ground at the feet of another dozen soldiers, and Anara and the other young women were each gagged and tied up, their faces streaked with tears as they cowered. In front of all of them was something Ruethwyn had only read about; one of the Illisyr.

      The dark elf was tall and elegant in her black leather armor, her skin like glistening obsidian and her long black hair like onyx. The only color to her were her brilliant scarlet eyes and several glittering rubies set into gold earrings. The vertical pupils of her eyes and the long, swaying tail with its slightly widened tip showed obvious demonic heritage, but the woman looked supremely confident. The Illisyr was armed with a pair of curved daggers, though they were still in their sheaths, and she smiled slightly as she bowed her head marginally to Resvarygrath.

      “Excellent. Gather the prisoners and prepare to return. I’ll dispatch the proclamation once we’re done,” the dragon rumbled, and with an immense beat of his wings that caused Ruethwyn’s pain to spike still more, the dragon took flight.

      “Yes, Milord,” the Illisyr said again, shaking her head slightly as she looked to the soldiers. “You heard him. Get the prisoners to the wagons and ensure you don’t lose any along the way. Remember, they’re to be untouched.”

      “Yes, Mistress Demara,” one of the guards replied, then turned to the others and spoke firmly. “Get to work, all of you!”

      “No… no!” Ruethwyn gasped, trying to get to her feet, but her right arm wasn’t responding. She couldn’t feel anything from it, which terrified her, but the sight of Anara being picked up galvanized Ruethwyn into action. Through the agony pulsing through her with every heartbeat, Ruethwyn pushed herself up, onto her knees. Then she drew on her mana to cast a spell.

      It was a mistake, as molten lava felt like it blasted through Ruethwyn’s body and she spasmed, falling to the ground again. Her mana core didn’t feel cool like it normally did, but it felt as though someone had filled it with fire. Her mana veins felt like they were in tatters, and the very touch of mana in them had nearly caused unbelievable agony. When Ruethwyn regained her senses, she was on her side, the agony somehow greater than it’d been before.

      “Now what do we have here?” The voice of the woman Resvarygrath had called Essryl was surprisingly gentle, and somehow she’d gotten close without Ruethwyn noticing, though the pain couldn’t have made that too hard. Ruethwyn looked up and swallowed as the woman smiled, at this distance it was obvious that her lips were as black as pitch, and the woman spoke softly, crouching down next to Ruethwyn. “Despite being struck by his flames, you still have the fire to resist? How remarkable for an elf. I’d never have expected to find such in this tiny village.”

      “G-give… her back…” Ruethwyn gasped, trying to gather herself as she stared at the woman balefully, ignoring the fear clamoring in the back of her mind.

      “Her? Which her do you speak of?” Essryl asked, tilting her head slightly. She followed Ruethwyn’s gaze to the others and clicked her tongue. “Ahh, I see… hmm, likely not a sister… you look nothing like any of them. A beloved, perhaps? How intriguing.”

      Ruethwyn hissed and tried to grab the woman’s foot, but before she came close, the woman moved like a striking serpent, her hand grabbing Ruethwyn’s wrist before she realized what had happened, and the dark elf spoke more softly, a warning tone to her voice. “No, no… none of that, little elf. Try that again and I’ll remove your hand, and you’ve only got one of those left. No, if I were one of my sisters, I’d probably put you out of your misery. But I’m not one of my sisters, and the Dowager teaches that while fire destroys, it also tempers. There’s still a fire in you, isn’t there? You haven’t given up yet, have you?”

      “Shut… up…” Ruethwyn whispered. She had nothing left to lose by insulting the woman, and the patronizing tone the woman used angered her. There was also fear, due to what the woman had said about only having one hand, but the thought was strangely distant.

      “No. Hmm… you’ll die if I leave you like this… but you’re also not a threat, are you?” Essryl considered a moment, then glanced back at the vanishing soldiers. They were alone next to the burning library, and the Illisyr nodded after a moment, her tail lashing behind her almost like a cat’s. “I think I’ll give you a chance, girl. You wish to save your beloved, do you not?”

      “What?” Ruethwyn asked, growing confused.

      “I asked if you wanted to save your beloved,” Essryl replied, her smile widening slightly.

      “Y-yes?” Ruethwyn said, her voice questioning as she spoke despite the pain, which was now growing slightly more distant. “Why?”

      “Then I’ll heal you, just enough to keep you alive,” Essryl replied. “You have two years. That’s how long I can keep the new girls in training. After that… I can’t guarantee your beloved will be untouched. Mostly untouched, I should say. Untouched implies that nothing will happen for two years, and that’s almost certainly untrue.”

      Ruethwyn watched in shock as the dark elf cast a spell, her fingers flicking through minimal gestures and a soft green light washing over Ruethwyn with a sensation much like that of being immersed in a cool river. She shivered, and as the healing progressed, her mind sharpened slightly.

      Her breathing wasn’t as labored after several long seconds, and as Essryl pulled away, Ruethwyn spoke again, her voice more stable now. “Why? Why are you doing this?”

      “Why? Because I’m curious. I’m curious to see how far your determination can take you. You’re no threat to me or My Lord… you’re a mere elven child, crippled by dragon fire,” Essryl replied, her smile enigmatic. “If you can rescue your beloved… why, that shows potential. That interests me. Don’t disappoint me, girl.”

      The dark elf took a step back, and as she did so, the air around her shimmered and she faded into it like a shadow and was gone. A moment later, her voice echoed softly in Ruethwyn’s ear. “Remember, two years. That’s all.”

      Then Ruethwyn was alone. The smell of ashes and burning wood surrounded her, and for a long moment, Ruethwyn simply laid there, unable to force herself to move through the pain and anguish of the last few minutes, feeling almost numb. Finally, she couldn’t lay there any longer, and Ruethwyn pushed herself to her feet, looking down to see how her dress was scorched along the parts of it which she could see. Then she looked at where Anara had been dancing, and at the burning library where she’d spent so much of her life. She looked at the destroyed remnants of the bench where she’d been sitting and dreaming only a short time before.

      Only then did some of the numbness wear off, and Ruethwyn began to weep.
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      “Excuse me, Miss?”

      Sella jumped slightly at the calm inquiry, quickly turning as she flushed slightly. Behind her was another elf, a young man with skin tanned by the outdoors, a fit body, and short sandy-blond hair. He was wearing a loose tunic, leather trousers, and a sword hung from his belt, all of it of finer make than Sella’s formal clothing. His brown eyes were sparkling with amusement, Sella noticed in embarrassment.

      “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to block the path,” Sella said, quickly stepping to the side. “I was just distracted.”

      “I can understand that. The academy is rather impressive, isn’t it?” the young man replied, nodding in understanding as he also stepped off the path.

      “Yes… I come from the northeast, in the Estan Barony, so I’ve never seen anything like this before,” Sella agreed, turning to look at the academy grounds again.

      Tyrness Academy was enormous, and it was obvious that a great deal of care went into keeping the grounds tidy. Dozens of copses of trees and fields covered the grounds, but large areas where the earth was scorched or reshaped were obviously intended as training areas for students. In the cardinal directions were four large towers, each fifty feet tall and widely built, their surfaces a dull white that gleamed in the morning sun.

      The central buildings were similar to the towers, the cross-shaped central hall standing thirty feet tall and with a tower that rose over eighty feet into the air, with smooth sides only broken by the wide arches of windows. Several other outbuildings stood near the hall, but even the smallest of the buildings were several times larger than the home Sella had grown up in.

      “Really? You’ve come quite some way then,” the young man said, then offered his hand. “I’m a new student, Tadrick Daskar. You?”

      “Um, I’m Sella Vintas, also a new student,” Sella replied, reaching to shake his hand, only to be surprised when Tadrick instead gently rotated her hand, then bowed and kissed the back of it. At her startled expression, he quickly straightened and spoke.

      “Ah, did I overstep myself? My apologies, I was just taught to… never mind that, my apologies,” Tadrick said, smiling at her. “I didn’t mean to make you uncomfortable.”

      “It… it isn’t a problem, just startling. I have to assume that you’re a noble?” Sella said uncertainly, suddenly feeling even more hesitant. Tyrness Academy’s tuition was quite high if the student wasn’t sponsored by a graduate like she’d been, and while she’d known that she’d be encountering nobles, it was an entirely different experience to meet them.

      “My father’s the Earl of Daskar, and we’re about as far south as your home is to the north,” Tadrick replied, and quickly grinned as he added, “Don’t worry, though. I’m not the heir. That’s my brother, and I’ll be relieved when he finally marries. I don’t want to inherit.”

      “I… I see. My father’s just a knight, so I’m not used to all of this,” Sella admitted. “Is there some particular way I should⁠—”

      “Tadrick! There you are. I was starting to wonder, after your luggage arrived earlier,” another voice interrupted, and Sella glanced over to see a man who looked a lot like Tadrick, save in blue robes and with longer hair approaching. There were a few wands thrust through his belt, and the man had an air of command about him, similar to her father’s. He glanced at Sella and blinked before smiling. “Ah, you must be one of the new students. I’d guess Ms. Vintas, based on your description.”

      “That would be correct,” Sella agreed, giving a slight curtsey as she asked, “May I ask who you are?”

      “I’m Navaan Daskar, heir to the Earldom of Daskar and elder brother to Tadrick here,” the mage said, smiling as he glanced at Tadrick. “I’m also preparing for my trial of mastery here at the academy, and have been assigned to greet the new students and get all of you settled in. I’m glad I found the pair of you; we’re only waiting on three more students. The rest have already arrived.”

      “Ah! I’m sorry. I didn’t know you were waiting for me!” Sella said, heat rising in her cheeks again.

      “I wouldn’t worry about it, Sella. We have all day to get in, that’s why I went shopping before coming over,” Tadrick interjected, grinning. “Isn’t that right, Navaan?”

      “While true, I don’t want either of you to get into bad habits,” Navaan replied, frowning. “Your teacher is Emrick Mara, and he has no patience for people who’re late. Do not test him, especially at the beginning of the term.”

      “Oh? Is he not a good teacher, or…” Sella asked quietly, a bit of dread washing over her.

      Navaan looked startled for a moment, then quickly shook his head and grinned. “Oh, no! I didn’t mean that at all. Master Mara is skilled in an enormous variety of magic, and is perfect for teaching new students here. The problem is that he doesn’t like people who don’t take his time or the classes seriously, that’s all.”

      Sella let out a sigh of relief and nodded. “That’s good; it means he’s more like my mentor, then. I was afraid that it might be different. I’m afraid that Master didn’t tell me what it’d be like here, just that it would be good for me.”

      “Who’s your master?” Tadrick asked curiously. “Also, would you like help with your things?”

      “Sorceress Jepharrine Thunderstroke,” Sella said, shrugging as she added, “Also, thank you for the offer, but I have them.”

      She leaned down and shouldered her backpack again, picking up the other bag relatively easily. Something she’d noticed on her trip to the capital was that many of the women here seemed a good deal less fit, but Sella tried not to judge. It was amusing to see the two men blink, though.

      “Fair enough,” Tadrick conceded, looking thoughtful. “I haven’t heard of your master before, though.”

      “I have. She’s a weather mage assigned to the northeast of the nation, and somewhat anti-social from what I’ve heard,” Navaan replied, then paused as he looked at Sella apologetically. “Sorry about that. I’m just repeating what I’ve generally heard about her.”

      “No, you’re right. Master is… difficult to deal with. She trained me because she knew my father when they were younger, and as soon as she realized I would be better off at the academy, she enrolled me,” Sella replied, considering her teacher for a moment before adding sheepishly, “I think I was relieved by that. She’s probably happier, too.”

      “That’s completely understandable to me, considering her reputation. Now come along; I’ll get the two of you signed in, then we can get you rooms in the dormitory,” Navaan said, glancing at Sella. “Are you going to be getting an upgraded room? The ones they provide without additional tuition are rather… minimal.”

      Sella began to follow the two down the path from the gate, shrugging before she answered. “I honestly don’t know. Master said she’d arrange it, and she said something about ‘decent lodging’, so I suspect it’ll be what she considers decent.”

      “Well, she is a sorceress, so I imagine she wouldn’t get a basic room,” Tadrick said, meandering along the path almost like he owned it, and as they moved, Sella saw a few other students were out, along with others that must be teachers or members of the academy.

      Tyrness Academy was the most renowned school for magi in all Selwyn, and as such, it wasn’t easy to get into. Even setting foot onto the grounds was enough to have her lauded with praise back home, let alone taking classes. Only those who’d reached the age of thirty could become students, no matter how early they began their training, and the slots for each year’s class were limited. Even so, Sella had heard that there were hundreds of students, former students, and graduates throughout the kingdom, though only a master mage could be considered an academy graduate. She imagined that was why Navaan was preparing for his trials of mastery.

      They passed several smaller outbuildings before Sella asked, “What are the towers for? The ones on the edges of the grounds, I mean.”

      “They’re the elemental towers, along with being temples to four of Nature’s Court,” Navaan explained, his easy tone giving the impression he’d explained this several times before. “Each is where higher ranking classes of students who specialize in one of the four elemental spheres train. Practitioners of water train in the north tower, which is dedicated to the Princess, while adepts of fire train in the southern tower, dedicated to the Dowager. Earth is the eastern tower, linked to the Guardian, and I train in the western tower, dedicated to air magic and the Shifter. All the others are taught in the main building, which also contains the temple to the Queen.”

      “Ah, okay. That’s good to know! I’m glad there’re temples on the grounds, too,” Sella said, relief flooding through her. Her family had always been particularly devoted to the Guardian, so attending services had been something she wasn’t sure she could manage, as enormous as the capital was.

      “So, you mentioned your father was a knight, Sella? Is he one of the border knights, then?” Tadrick asked curiously, his eyes oddly intense, and Navaan laughed.

      “Tadrick has been interested in being a mage-knight since he was young. I suspect he’s wondering if your father is one of those,” the older student explained, grinning. “I admit some curiosity about you as well, since your teacher sent you here, but I’d rather be forthright about it.”

      “Hey!” Tadrick protested.

      “Oh, that explains it,” Sella said, trying to suppress a blush as she cleared her throat, then shook her head. “No, my father isn’t anyone that impressive. He’s in charge of a small town, Waterstone, and heads the patrols for any creatures that escape the Frostglades. As for me… I guess I’m just lucky. I have a decent talent for grasping the basics of different spheres, and I developed a mana core naturally.”

      “Oh, wonderful!” Navaan’s eyes lit up as he looked at Sella with obvious enthusiasm. “That gives you an immense advantage going forward! I’ve always wished that I hadn’t been forced to build up my mana core; it just took so much time.”

      “It isn’t that impressive, is it?” Sella asked, looking up as they approached the doors of the main building, the pillars on either side of the elegantly carved door enormous enough to startle her. “I mean, there must be others with a natural mana core at the school.”

      “One in twenty,” Tadrick said succinctly, and when Sella looked at him, he explained. “Of the students coming to Tyrness Academy, one in twenty has a natural mana core, on average. Since they only allow up to twelve students per class, that gives less than one per year. You’re very unusual, Sella… though all of us who get into the school are, in our own ways.”

      “Yes, though your class is going to be even more unusual than normal, from what I’ve heard,” Navaan said, his smile fading as he opened the doors for them, speaking calmly. “This is the library wing, by the by. To either side of us are entrances into the library, and the upper floors are restricted to graduates and select members of more advanced classes. You’ll likely be spending a lot of time here.”

      “Of course,” Sella said, looking down the long hallway, then at the numerous doors that must lead into the library. Several of them were propped open, giving a glimpse of the numerous bookshelves that crowded the rooms to either side of them, along with floating light orbs, tables, and chairs where a few students could be seen.

      “What do you mean our class will be more unusual than most?” Tadrick asked, frowning. “I mean, most classes are kind of weird, from what you said. Didn’t you have a prince in your class?”

      “Yes, I did. The difference is that your class has Duchess Azure and—” Navaan began, then suddenly shut up, pausing as he looked through one of the doors and gestured them forward, murmuring, “There’s one of your classmates. Try not to overreact.”

      Sella stepped forward and followed his gesture and could barely suppress a gasp. Tadrick didn’t have quite as much restraint, muttering, “Gods above! What happened to her?”

      The woman sitting at a table with a book had a large empty space around her, and her appearance repulsed Sella, at least initially. She was an elven woman and had dark brown hair with just a hint of red to it, but any beauty she might’ve possessed had been destroyed. The right side of her skull was bare of hair, the skin bubbled and with a mottled color to it, while the right side of her face almost looked like it’d melted and run like wax before re-solidifying in an oddly red hue that spread down her neck to where her robes began. There was no sign of her right eye, and her ear was entirely missing, along with her arm on that side. The robe’s sleeve had been neatly folded up and pinned in place, making it quite obvious that her arm wasn’t inside her robes. It was simply gone.

      Navaan continued forward until he was out of line of sight of the woman, gesturing them after him. It took a moment for Sella to pull herself away, but she managed after a moment, practically trotting to catch up with Navaan.

      “That’s Ruethwyn Sylaris. She was scheduled to join my class this fall, actually,” Navaan explained, his voice tight. “I wasn’t happy when I heard that, but from every report, she was considered… very skilled, on the verge of being ready for her trials of mastery herself.”

      “What happened?” Sella asked, her eyes going wide. She was only an apprentice in a pair of spheres, so someone on the verge of mastery… that was two to four circles above her skill level at a minimum.

      “Mellesyn,” Navaan said, swallowing hard and shaking his head. “Mellesyn happened.”

      Sella stopped, her blood going cold as her thoughts froze. Waterstone didn’t get much news, but even she’d heard about Mellesyn. The attack by Resvarygrath had rocked the country, as had his proclamation that he was claiming another twenty miles of land beyond his former borders and had destroyed the town as an example. It had only been a few months since the attack, and it had horrified everyone in Waterstone.

      “Gods… are you saying she was…” Tadrick began, his voice trailing off, and Navaan stopped, turning to face them, his expression sober.

      “Yes. She survived it, if only barely. I’ve heard some of the teachers talk, and her master threw her mostly clear of the dragon’s breath. Even so… you saw what happened. She lost an arm, halving the speed at which she can power a spell, and her mana core was damaged,” Navaan said, his voice heavy. “She shouldn’t be here. She shouldn’t be in a class with you, but she is. I imagine it’ll make your lessons interesting.”

      “I… I guess it would, at that,” Sella said, swallowing hard as pity overcame her revulsion, along with a sense of shame for feeling the revulsion. It wasn’t fair, but she set it aside as she said, “Her mana core was damaged? Is that even possible? And why is she so… so injured still? I’d think the priests would’ve healed her by this point.”

      “They can’t heal her,” Navaan said grimly, continuing forward again. “The dragon appears to have enhanced his breath to burn magic when he attacked, which allowed it to set fire to her mana veins, based on a discussion with my teacher, plus it cursed her wounds. They’ve tried to heal her, but no regeneration spells have worked, and they’d decided that the only way to break the curse is to kill him. Ruethwyn is likely to remain as she is for the remainder of her life, sadly. It’s a miracle she survived at all.”

      “Oh,” Sella said, her voice now soft as they went through another pair of doors and into a wide reception area in the bottom of the central tower. Stairs led upward, and she could see doors that must lead into the temple to the desk’s right.

      Behind the desk was a harried-looking scribe, and the man looked up as Navaan approached. “Yes? What is it?”

      “I’ve a pair of new students to check in. Tadrick?” Navaan said, looking at his brother.

      “Tadrick Daskar, if you please,” Tadrick said, nodding politely to the scribe, who looked like he was relaxing.

      “Oh good, an easy one. Let’s see here…” The scribe began to drone on, asking questions as he pulled out some papers, and as he did, Sella felt her mind drift back to Ruethwyn’s injuries. She just couldn’t get them out of her head.
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      Each morning was difficult for Ruethwyn now. Even with the salves she’d been given, her injuries itched almost like a sunburn, though the pain had subsided over the weeks since she’d been rescued. She had to be careful not to aggravate them when sleeping or bathing, all of which was made more difficult by the loss of her dominant hand.

      Her room was small, the most basic one available in the academy dormitory. The dormitory caretaker had looked startled when Ruethwyn had told her that she didn’t want a larger room, but Ruethwyn hadn’t paid it much attention. The room might only be a little over six feet on a side, but the bed was comfortable and the furnishings sufficient. It was larger than her room had been in Mellesyn, even if the furnishings weren’t that much better.

      The thought of Mellesyn sent another spike of melded anger and despair through Ruethwyn, and she paused in pinning up the arm of her robes to brush a tear aside. Then she returned to preparing for the day. She was determined not to be late for the first class, and Ruethwyn found herself slightly curious about her classmates.

      Anything that distracted her from the pain of everything she’d lost was good. It didn’t always help, but sometimes it did.

      Hissing as she slipped the robe on, Ruethwyn closed her eye and let out a breath, murmuring, “Why did she help me live? Her motivation can’t have been that simple… could it?”

      After a moment, she shook off her curiosity about what Essryl’s reason might have been, grabbing her satchel and heading for the dining room.

      Ruethwyn opened the door and turned her head slightly to make sure she could see the floor in front of her properly. After the time she’d tripped on something that had been on her blind side, she’d grown a bit more careful about watching where she was going. It would just be nice if it was easier to tell how far away something was.
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      The classroom was empty when Ruethwyn reached it, and she took a moment to scan the room again, just to be safe, and frowned as she did so. There were twelve desks in three rows of four, plus one for the teacher in the corner, which was much larger than the ones that must be for the students. There was a slate board and a few glow-globes on the walls, the latter currently dark. The room was plain, and not what she’d expected when she’d thought of the academy, but it didn’t much matter.

      Slipping into the room, Ruethwyn debated on a spot before deciding to claim the one in the back corner, farthest from the door. She half-expected others to avoid her, so making it easier was for the best, plus it kept anyone from being on her blind side. But first she needed light. Approaching the first of the glow-globes, Ruethwyn reached up to touch it and braced herself before drawing on her mana.

      Using her mana was like pulling needles through her veins. Instead of a cool core of mana, Ruethwyn’s core now felt almost… brittle or crystalline, like sand which had been struck by lightning and imperfectly fused into glass. If she had to describe it, instead of her mana feeling like cool water in her veins, it was like fire. Not that she was going to let it stop her as she carefully fed mana into the globe to light it.

      The crystal globe’s enchantments woke gently under her mana, and it began to glow with a soft yellow radiance that helped overcome most of the room’s darkness. Releasing her mana with a sigh, Ruethwyn dropped her hand from the globe and took her seat. The others would be along soon, she imagined, but in the meantime, the least she could do was get some reading in. Artificing was a difficult subject, and Ruethwyn was grateful she’d learned the basics with Sinera, though another spike of anguish went through her at the thought of her dead teacher.

      Ruethwyn tried to push back her simmering frustration again, along with the worry about the time limit she’d been given. Letting her emotions control her after what she’d been through would end poorly. A couple of the clerics had thought she’d been asleep when they’d discussed whether she should be taken to a monastery to be taken care of until they were ‘sure she’d recovered’, and it had been a sobering thought. She wasn’t willing to give up the chance Essryl had offered, even if she doubted that the dark elf was being honest. Because of it, suppressing her anger was almost natural at this point.

      A few minutes later, the door opened again and another woman stepped in. Ruethwyn looked up at her and paused, examining the brown-haired, brown-eyed young woman who clutched a book to her chest as she looked around quickly. She gasped on seeing Ruethwyn, then swallowed and quickly walked to the rear desk in the opposite corner, giving Ruethwyn a nervous look. Even if she was used to looks like that, Ruethwyn couldn’t help feeling the sting of her rejection.

      The girl was just the first of the other students to enter, though. Shortly after her came a blond-haired man, standing quite tall and grinning as he glanced around the room, his eyebrows rising at the sight of Ruethwyn before he took a seat in front of the other girl. A few moments later came a boy and girl, the boy with sandy-blond hair and brown eyes, and bearing a sword, while the girl was in simpler clothing that looked like it was from the outskirts of the kingdom. It was quite similar to the clothing Ruethwyn had grown up with, and her eyes were a light blue, which combined with darker hair, made the woman remind Ruethwyn painfully of Sinera. The two slowed on entering the room, looking like they were debating. It surprised Ruethwyn when they came to the back and the girl chose to sit next to her, the boy sitting the next desk over.

      “Hello, my name is Sella,” the woman said after a few moments, her voice hesitant as she looked at Ruethwyn. “I heard your name is Ruethwyn… is that right?”
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to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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