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			ARCHMAGE

			by Evan Dicken

			Cerith Anlethir watched the tower burn. Sorcerous flames devoured gleaming marble as the living spell overwhelmed the warding runes and annihilated the Lumineth within. It was an artist’s rendering, one of a thousand such animate visions crafted by Syari magewrights, for there were none alive now who remembered the Ocari Dara, none except the gods. 

			As it always did, the sight conjured a cold tightness in Cerith’s chest.

			‘The perils of magic uncontrolled.’ Cerith turned to address the score of arcane initiates ranged around the lecture hall. ‘Each school was convinced their vision alone stood supreme, to compromise even one aspect was to see the whole shattered. Pride masquerading as righteousness.’

			An initiate raised her hand. ‘But is it not right for an artist to take pride in their work?’ 

			‘Pride in work, pride in accomplishment – great Teclis teaches these are worthy endeavours,’ Cerith replied. ‘But when pride takes root in one’s heart, arrogance blooms.’

			‘And the living spells?’ she asked. ‘How could the ancients lose control of their own enchantments?’

			‘Magic is not craft, requiring only knowledge, talent and practice.’ Cerith noticed movement near the rear of the chamber, and glanced over to see Master Seraval, his pale robes almost luminous in the half-light. Cerith acknowledged the mage’s presence with a slight nod, receiving nothing but cold scrutiny in response. 

			‘It is will that imbues the arcane,’ Cerith continued. ‘A sorcerer weaves each incantation with threads of their very being. Like art, magic can achieve life beyond its creator’s original intent – only, in this case, we mean “life” in a very literal sense.’

			‘Are all spirits rooted in such sorcery?’ another initiate asked. ‘From whence sprang Celennar? Or the Stoneheart King?’

			‘A fair question, but one for another day.’ Cerith waved a hand across one of the firefly globes scattered around the chamber. Blinking in the sudden light, his students gathered up their scrolls and arcane minutiae.

			‘Next lesson, we will be discussing Yvira’s Lament of Broken Spires,’ Cerith called as his students began to file from the room.

			Seraval remained behind, arms folded within his robes, bright blue eyes cold as a Ymetrican wind. 

			‘You oversimplify.’ The mage’s words came like a spear thrust.

			Cerith waved the enchanted mirror to darkness, then shouldered his satchel. 

			‘I hardly think first-year initiates are prepared for the complexities of recombinant foci.’ Cerith slipped past the younger aelf with a respectful bow. Although Cerith had been at the Lyceum longer, Seraval was a mage, and power overmatched seniority.

			‘The same could be said of some masters.’ Seraval followed him into the hall with a hiss of robes on stone. The barb earned a stifled chuckle from the initiates lingering outside the lecture hall. Cerith gave them a warning glance, and they scattered down the hall, albeit slowly. 

			‘If you are having difficulty, I would be honoured to tutor you.’ 

			There was a gasp of indrawn breath from the lurking initiates.

			‘You test my patience, old man.’ Seraval’s patient veneer melted like a morning fog. ‘It is enough you teach sorcery without the ability to work it.’

			‘Can only the performer appreciate music?’ A flush crept up Cerith’s neck, but he kept his voice level, his tone respectful. Seraval’s arrogance was a flame fed by pride, and nothing Cerith did or said would quench it.

			‘Hear, see, experience – yes. But truly understand?’ Seraval leaned close, eyes narrowed to glittering slits. ‘This is not a place for hobbyists, nor for retired Vanari to indulge their arcane fancies.’

			Cerith took a deep breath, quelling the urge to respond in anger. He might lack ability, but his commitment to arcane study was as sincere as any mage’s. Seraval’s pride burned bright enough to blind, and only a fool threw more fuel upon a raging bonfire. 

			Cerith’s low bow hid the hard set of his jaw. ‘Each must strive for perfection in the life they are given.’ 

			‘You dare quote Teclis to me?’ Seraval moved to block the hall. 

			Cerith felt the familiar prickle along his arms as arcane energy gathered around them. Like a heat mirage, it bent the air, sharp as woodsmoke in Cerith’s nose. But whatever enchantment Seraval was about to unleash fell away as a bell sounded. 

			High and clear, it echoed within the ears of all in the hall. Golden runes sparkled in the air. Seemingly woven from the motes of evening light, they formed two words:

			Cerith. Come.

			There was no need for clarification. All here knew where Cerith was bidden.

			Seraval released the gathered magic with a casual flick of his wrist. ‘It seems the aelemental masters also question your fitness.’

			Head low, Cerith hurried down the hall, Seraval’s self-satisfied grin like a knife at his back.

			The grand hall was a marvel of light and air. Pale walls rose like snow-capped cliffs, unbroken by joint or mortar, their broad expanse fitted with hundreds of cut-crystal windows. In the brilliance of day, the hall was filled with prismatic brightness; at night, the soft glow of Celennar imbued the delicate spiralled pillars with an almost ghostly quality. 

			Cerith had expected to be met by one, or even several, of the Lyceum’s aelemental masters, but the hall stood empty, silent but for the distant cry of a prism hawk hunting in the last glimmer of evening.

			It was not Cerith’s place to question the masters’ absence. His years in the Vanari Auralan Wardens had accustomed him to long stretches of inactivity. He employed an old patrol trick to keep his mind alert. Working through the foundational runes, he sought complementary aspects in his surroundings. Alaithi, the rune of mountains, was evident in the heavy stone of the chamber floor; Senlui, swiftness and accuracy, embodied by the delicate pillars and capstones; Ydriliqi, the river, reflected in the pale moonlight that seemed to flow like water through the high windows.

			Cerith noticed a shimmering ripple pass down the moonlight, a lambent tremor that seemed to echo through the chamber as a whole. Like mirror-caught light, the shafts bent towards one another, their brilliance multiplying until the centre of the hall shone bright as day. From the silvery glow stepped a tall figure clad in simple robes of blue and white, his hands empty, his head adorned with little more than a circlet of twining aetherquartz. 

			Though they had never met, Cerith would have recognised his god anywhere.

			‘Master Teclis…’ Cerith dropped to his knees, forehead pressed against the cold marble. 

			A hand fell upon his shoulder. Gently but firmly, Teclis guided Cerith to his feet. 

			‘No Vanari need ever kneel before me.’ The Archmage’s voice was soft, but seemed to press upon Cerith like a physical weight. His limbs felt wooden, and it was all he could do to keep his feet as Teclis’ gold-flecked gaze pinioned him sure as an Auralan bowshot. 

			‘I am sorry the aelemental masters are not here to welcome you, lord,’ Cerith stammered. It was as if there were a silken cord around his chest, drawing tighter with every breath.

			‘They are not here because I did not ask for them.’ Teclis glided back, seeming almost to float upon the flow of moonlight that suffused the chamber. ‘I came for you, Cerith Anlethir.’

			‘There must be some mistake, lord. I am but a simple scholar.’

			‘You would question me?’ Teclis’ rebuke came cold as a crashing wave. 

			Cerith leaned against a nearby column to steady himself, the tatters of his composure swirling away like scraps of burnt parchment. It was a long moment before he could find the strength to reply. 

			‘N-never, lord.’

			‘Worry not, simple scholar.’ Teclis’ tone took all sting from the barb. The Archmage’s kind regard seemed to fill the whole of Cerith’s being with bubbling warmth. ‘It is not always power that carries the day.’

			‘I am yours to command.’ Cerith began another bow, but caught himself as a grin flickered across Teclis’ face. He did not bother asking why the Archmage wanted him; Teclis would explain himself when the time was right.

			‘Come. We must away.’ In a flare of brilliant light, Teclis was suddenly clothed in his war glory. Sword and staff gleaming in his hands, the great horns of his peaked helm echoed the gentle curve of the moon overhead. Prismatic fractals of arcane power flickered across the Archmage’s silvered breastplate, a thousand thousand runic permutations playing out faster than Cerith could comprehend. Where Seraval’s conjuring had come like a heat mirage, Teclis’ was a brand white-hot from the forge, impossibly bright, but expertly controlled. 
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