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By Evelyn M. Zimmer

The planet was at war with itself.  The elements were fighting back as well as the various factions.  

Old magic was returning and science was no longer the enemy.  Technology was increasing faster than anyone could keep up, especially now that magical enhancement was not only permitted, but encouraged.  

With the races joining forces, differing opinions and traditions led to civil war within the elven and vampyre races.  These races no longer voted as a whole in the Great Council.  Brother was against brother, father against son, daughters and mothers sought peaceful solutions that rarely worked for anyone, causing even greater strife.  Such has been our history for three millennia.  

The House of Bloodstrider has always been part of the governing body.  There has been at least one if not more, Bloodstrider’s sitting on the Great Council since its inception three thousand years ago.   We are Blood Elves.  Our magic, our power, comes from Earth, Fire, and Water.   The elves that split from our faction now call themselves the Natural Elves, given their magic and power comes from Earth, Air, and Spirit.  They are more concerned with nature and natural magics than the Blood Elves, which are more interested in technology, academic knowledge, progress, politics and other aristocratic pursuits.  

The shape-shifters have managed to stay neutral and have always been known as the Clan Lunistari.  The Humans, like the Lunistari, are one faction, yet one never really knows where their politics lies.    

Then there are the vampyre factions, three of them in fact.  Their egos are insufferable, regardless of faction.  The Darkfallen, which are made vampyres.  The Sanguinara, whom never cease to let everyone within hearing range know that they are bloodborn—yet are not actually pure vampyre, as Human and Elven DNA runs in their veins as well.  No one really understands why vampyres and shape-shifters cannot produce children together.  The Osirian; which pride themselves on their pureblood status, as they have not mixed with any other race.  If they do mix, their children are known as Sanguinara.  

Historians tell us that when the Great Council was formed, it was not to police the factions themselves, but rather to ensure that no one particular vocational power became more dominant than another, thus maintaining a fragile balance.  

Magic is magic and power is power, it is how it is wielded that makes the difference.  The society of our planet has always had five members from each faction inside each of the vocations.   Each of these members represent an elemental power user.  Therefore, each of the elements are fairly represented: Earth, Air, Water, Fire, and Spirit, in each vocation.  

Each citizen may choose their vocation upon completion of their twenty-first year.  Each vocation has many paths, but the Great Council is only interested in the seven primary vocations: Agriculture; Education; Engineering; Guardians; Medicine; Science; and Spiritual.  This gives the Great Council a total of thirty-five members.  From this Great Council, the Senate, which has seven members, makes the decisions that must be made to maintain order on the planet.  The Senate has one representative from each racial faction.

Now that Bellascar has reached her majority, her eldest sister Alaxia determined it was time for her to be useful for the family, and therefore, the House of Bloodstrider.

****
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“BELLA, WITH YOUR NATURAL talents and inquisitive mind, it would be a shame for you not to pursue the sciences,” Alaxia began.

“We have enough priestesses and warriors as it is,” interrupted Diana as she followed Bella into the library.

“She should choose for herself and not be bullied—” said yet another sister, hidden from view in the dark recesses of the other side of the room.

“Eva, your one to talk about bull-dozing...” Diana raised an eyebrow at Evalinne.

“Aye, but it’s normally for your own good Diana.  Where is Vivian?  Shouldn’t she be here as well?” inquired Eva.

Bellascar sighed deeply and took the chair opposite Alaxia and settled in for a lengthy discussion of what her obligations to the family should be.  “I rather like alchemy...” she said to no one in particular.  

“Czarrina will happy to hear your interests lie in that direction Bella.  Eva, you’re right, Vivian should be here too, she has missed too many family meetings as it is.” Alaxia worried about all of her siblings, but she always felt maternal towards Bella.  

“She’s with Niabella, something about having her blades blessed...” Ceafo waved her hand in the air dismissing any further comment from Alaxia.  As the family solicitor, Ceafo seemed to always know more about what was going on than anyone else, and she had an uncanny knack of always being present at just the right time.  “Vivian will endorse Alchemy, she is always looking for new poisons and other bits of nastiness to help her in her vocation.  Bella, I’ve laid the University catalogs on the desk over there.”

“Thank you Ceafo,” Alaxia answered for Bella.  “Nia is our Priestess and healer, Mingxu has followed both Nia’s spiritual path and Eva’s guardian path and is at the monastery training to be a monk.  Diana chose the hunt, Rinna follows the paladin’s path of light and higher learning and is useful to the House as our historian.  As a mage, I have knowledge in most of the vocations, but my role was chosen for me by Father when he passed.  I must lead and protect this House.  Eva is a General in her own right, but she has taken vows to protect and guard this House and help me in my duties.  Vivian is Eva’s shadow.” Alaxia took a moment to let Diana’s words from earlier sink into Bella, showing her the truth that the family had enough warriors, healers, and spiritual advisors.  

“I know that I do not possess the fortitude that Diana has for the hunt, or to do what Eva and Vivian must do to protect us as a family, the House as a faction, and our many seats on the Great Council.  I have no patience for the spiritual life, Nia and Mingxu can have at it...I have no desire to follow the engineers, nor do I particularly wish to follow Rinna in education.  My path is either as mage or alchemist.  And as you so aptly pointed out sister, you have that role sewn up as well.” Bella held up her hand to stay her siblings from further comment.  “I do, however, possess a high aptitude for the natural sciences and would consider agriculture, but only as a second choice,” she finished.

“Well then, it appears alchemy would help the family and the House the most.  Thank you Bella for not making this a difficult decision.” Alaxia still looked a tad anxious, knowing the next part of her plan wasn’t going to sit well with her youngest sister.  “Bell, as to your choice of Universities... We feel that it is best to send you off continent...”

“WHAT!  Why?  There are perfectly good Universities right here, I don’t wish to leave!” Bella burst out.

“Eva, please, explain it to her,” Alaxia pleaded.

“Bellascar Bloodstrider, calm down.  You know we are at war, the elements are revolting and this continent is not safe.  We are sending you to study where the elements are calmer and the risk for abduction is less likely and where you will be easier to guard.” Eva took a breath to continue and then decided against it.  “It’s not negotiable.”

“It never is...” Bella snapped back even as she was making attempts at calming down.  Being sent from the family always made her anxious, she was overly attached she knew.

“Bells, you’re going to have an assumed name also.  It’s for your own protection.” Diana slid that little tidbit out as she headed for the door, “Daylight’s burnin’, gotta jet...”

Bellascar reached for the University catalog, determined to get as many courses out of the way this term as possible.  Being an elven witch was difficult enough, but her sisters were insisting that she continue with her education regardless of the political tensions at home. “May I double my course load to get home sooner?”

“Umm, Bella...I think you should prepare yourself for a lengthy stay.  Master Myrlin wants to apprentice you once your course work is done...” Ceafo dropped that bomb as she followed Diana out the door.

“Alaxia! You’re banishing me?  Taking my name?  Why am I not safer here?” Bella cried.

Alaxia went to sit closer to Bella and took her free hand in her own.  “I know it seems we are being high-handed with this, but it really is for your safety.  We’ve received threats from Prince Dreadgar of the Darkfallen, he wants you for a wife now that you’ve reached your majority.  We’ve spoken with Master Myrlin in Khadistar on the West continent, he’s agreed to protect your identity.  Earth magic is strong in you, it will help with the cloaking until you reach him.”

A slow tear fell from Bella’s face onto her sister’s hand and her color had paled considerably with the mention of Prince Dreadgar.  “I knew he was looking for a wife.  Gossip has been making the rounds that he needs an alliance with our House.  Thank you Alaxia for saving me from that fate.  I just can’t imagine not being with my family for the next several years...” her breath caught on a stifled sob.

“Be strong Bella, there are enough of us that someone should be able to check in on you often enough, but it is time for you to fly my love.  Learn your craft, obey your element, and listen to Master Myrlin.” Alaxia was gentle with her words.  

Eva rolled her eyes at the sentimental turn of events.  “Ceafo has your travel papers on the desk as well.  You’ll be using the name of Trilena Farseer while you’re at University.  You’ll have a team of three guardians at University with you, they’ll be your classmates and companions so you won’t be quite as lonely for family as you might have thought.  Don’t forget they are your guardians, so have a care about how you treat them.  They will report to both Vivian and myself.  Think of it as a grand adventure and a pleasant change of scenery.” With that bit of information imparted, Eva bolted for the stable yard.

“When do I leave?” Bella asked with resignation.

“In the morning, Greniah will help you pack and she has an incredible feast for us tonight.  Just us sisters...” Alaxia patted Bella’s hand once again and stood to leave the library herself.

“Alaxia,” Bella began.

“Yes?” 

“Never mind.  May I choose my classes at least?” 

“Of course you may, just let Ceafo know which ones, she will guarantee your placement.” 

****
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THE BOOKSTORE AT THE University was blissfully quiet and Bellascar was grateful to see that only two students were ahead of her in line.  When it was her turn to request her books, she handed over her schedule to the clerk and received a warm smile.  “Oh, you’re in my Tuesday afternoon class,” the clerk appeared genuinely happy about the coincident but Bella was skeptical.

“Here you are.  Elemental Foundations, all five volumes; Elemental Tables: A Beginners Guide; Alchemy and the Dark Ages: A History of Lessons Learned; Grimore Creation for Freshmen; Practical Alchemy: Level 101; and Herbal Alchemy: Level 101.  Hmm...do you need the workbooks for the Herbal class as well?” the clerk asked.

“Umm, sure I guess so...do we buy our inks here or are we supposed to make our own for the Grimore class?” Bella inquired.

“You’ll make them in class, Miss Farseer.  Oh, Master Myrlin sent a note that you are to report to his office and bring your books.  His office is across the Quad on the top floor.  He’s got the turret chambers...” the clerk smirked at the irony.

“How does he know I’m here?” Bella was apparently startled.

“Oh, Master Myrlin knows everything.  That and the security camera overhead.  But seriously, he only asks the truly promising freshmen to his office when they purchase their books.  It’s an honor.  Maybe we should be study partners!” the clerk giggled.  Actually giggled.

“You may wish to re-think that after classes begin...” Bella smiled warmly and picked up the formidable stack of books and headed across the Quad.  Maybe University isn’t going to be so bad, after all, she mused.

****
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“TRILENA, I’M SO GLAD you’ve arrived.  Your sister, Alaxia, asked that I give this letter to you once you’ve settled in.  I trust your accommodations are and befitting your stature?” Master Myrlin was a tad too solicitous for her liking and it made her internal alarms go off in her head.

“Aye, Master Myrlin, they are lovely and the abundance of natural light will be welcomed for the long hours of study I’ll be putting in.” Bella cautiously replied.

“Your father was a close friend of mine, and while none of your other siblings sought out our University for their vocations, I am quite pleased that you will be under my direct tutelage.”  He was looking out his windows over the Quad and seemed sincere, even though, when he mentioned her siblings he seemed a bit piqued.

“Thank you for giving me my sister’s letter.  I am sure this University will hone my craft far better than the ones closer to home...” she began.

“Posh, don’t patronize me child.  I know that you would not have come here if it weren't for the danger to you at home.  This farce of a false name will be upheld, and you will limit your contact with other students in order to keep your identity secret.  Your Guardians will be rotating through your classes with you, use them as your study partners.  You will report to my office every evening after the dinner hour has completed and use my private lab as your workroom.  I may or may not have time to tutor you, but the lab is at your disposal.  The other students will naturally think you are the ‘favored freshman’ this year and it won’t raise many questions.” He was quite clear in his manner that he didn’t expect any objections.

“I realize that this is not an ideal situation for either of us Master Myrlin.  Whether you believe my sincerity or not, I am grateful to be attending this University.  If I appear hesitant, it is merely that I miss my family.” Bella straightened her spine a bit.

“Let me see your books,” abruptly changing the topic, he waved his hand over the covers of each volume and mumbled a brief incantation under his breath.  “There now they are bound to you, whatever notes you place in the margins will only be seen by your eyes.  Some of my favored students have been blessed with this charm, it gives them an edge over the others.”

“Why would I need that, I mean, thank you, but again, why?” Bella squinted her eyes trying to see if she could see a difference in her manuscripts.

“Let’s just say that I prefer Blood Elves to have every advantage.  Your classes this year are overridden with Orsirians, and I refuse to help them in the games,” and with that pronouncement he dismissed her.

****
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“WELCOME FRESHMEN!  If you are not enrolled in Elemental Foundations, please remove yourselves to your correct classes.” The Osirian instructor smiled benignly and continued as two students left the room.  “There is always a mix up the first day of instruction.  Now for those that are brave enough to remain,” a small ripple of laughter trickled through the students.  “Open your volume entitled Earth.”

As the students opened their volumes, the instructor continued, “I am your instructor for this term, my name is Professor Azibo.  My natural element is Earth, and as many of you have guessed, I am Osirian and a warlock.  We will be studying each of the five elements this term, which is why you have five volumes, one each dedicated to the basics of these elements.  I neither care nor wish to know where your particular affinities lie.  My goal is to drill into your sponge-like brains how to differentiate the five as well as how they overlap.” He took a pause for a breath and began writing on the white board behind him, yet he never moved from his lectern.  “Yes, magic and power overlap and sometimes the terms are used interchangeably, please do not make that mistake in my classroom.”

Bella looked around the room to gauge the mood of the students and was slightly surprised to see the awe on their faces.  She wondered what she was missing.

“In chapter one, you will notice that several charts reveal the traits attributed to Earth.  It’s associated color, direction, astrological characteristics, deities, metals, magic’s and powers, so on and so forth, ad nauseam.  Each of the volumes are laid out the same.  Please take the next hour and read the chapter.  Do not try to memorize anything at this point, I merely wish you to be familiar with the terms we will be using during the rest of the session.” 

A curly haired witch, human if Bella’s sense of smell was accurate, started to hand out worksheets of the PowerPoint that was going to accompany the next section of today’s class.  Well here we go, she thought to herself as she mentally buckled down to read about the element of Earth.

****
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“OH, LOOK! IT’S A LETTER from Bella!” Nia waved the letter at Eva as she passed by the study.

Eva did an about face and poked her head into Nia’s study, “Tell me about it later, I’ve got to see Vivian about...yes, tell me at dinner Nia.” 

Nia stared after her sister thoughtfully and mumbled to Ceafo, who was sitting across from her, “She looks like she could murder someone.”

“Aye, that’s probably what she wants Vivian for...” Ceafo let the thought drop.  “Tell me, how is Bella doing?  Has she gotten to Fire yet?”

Nia quickly scanned the letter and reported to Ceafo, “She’s past it already, they are on Water now.” Nia returned to the letter and read it more slowly from the beginning, trying to decipher the truth behind the words as to how she was holding up begin so far from home.

Alaxia sat in her office re-reading the missive from Master Myrlin.  By all accounts, Bellascar was doing well in her studies and was causing zero trouble.  While that was what she expected to read in his report, she was annoyed at the lack of details.  Turning to the laptop on her desk, she saw she had yet another email from Prince Dreadgar’s personal secretary.  She closed the lid and went in search of Greniah in the kitchens.  

****
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SIGHING DEEPLY AND trying desperately to rain in her frustration she tossed her textbook on Herbal Alchemy onto the sofa beside her.  “Why can’t you just use a chemical to keep the pests off the plants?  This spell is never going to work...”

Her Guardian, Celeste, picked the book up and handed it back to her.  “Not with that attitude, of course it won’t.  Spells are about intent and tone as much as about the words.  You are too focused on the words, adjust your mind to the purpose, if the words are wrong, it won’t make a difference as long as they are correct in intent.  You’re focusing too much on to-mato and to-ma-to.  Spells don’t care about accent or tongue.  Latin, French, Osirian, Elven, doesn’t matter.”

Celeste picked up her specimens and lined them up on the coffee table in front of Bella.  “Look, Trilena, these are all the same with the same pests.  I’ll say the same spell in three different tongues, with different verbiage that all have the same intent, not the same words.” She proceeded to demonstrate her point, and as each spell removed the pests, Bella grew more frustrated.

“Show off...” she spewed as she reached for her own specimens.  “Why do I need to learn this anyway?  I’ll be working as an alchemist...”

“Oh child, you have much to learn about how the world works, it all overlaps...” Celeste began.

“Stop.  Just Stop.  If I want a lecture, I have six sisters.” She raised her hand and touched the soil of her first specimen.  Shrugging her shoulders she centered herself and leaned forward and whispered to the pests on the plant, “Be off, be free, find your nourishment elsewhere.  Bother this plant nevermore.” She removed her hand from the soil and watched as the pests began to leave.

“Wow, it worked!” she beamed at Celeste.

“Hmm, it seems the problem you were having is in the killing of the pests.  You told them to go away and they have.  Your original intent was never to harm them, which is why the killing charm wouldn’t work for you.  Intent Trilena, Intent.”

Bella sat back in relief as she scribbled in the margin of her text, “Intent!”

****
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“UGH, I HAVE TO GET this paper on the elements written before Wednesday.  Any ideas on how to make it not just another paper?” Bella asked Lucas, one of her other guardians that was in her class.

“Yes, actually I do.” Lucas responded.

“Well...” Bella inquired.

“Do the work Trilena, put it in your words.”

“Not helpful.” Another long sigh escaped Bella as she dipped her pen into the inkwell.

“Why can’t we use our computers to write these papers?” she asked Lucas.

“The ink base is charmed to prevent plagiarism.  How do you not know that?” Lucas shook his head.  “What do you have written so far?” he asked only half interested.

Clearing her throat she began to read a section of her report, “The Element of Earth.”

“Go on,” Lucas said.

“That’s it.” She blushed in frustration.

“You are going to fail.  You know that don’t you.” Lucas chided.

“Will they send me home if I do?” Bella brightened at the thought.

“No, you’ll have to repeat the course.”  Lucas chuckled at her dismayed features.  “Why don’t you take a moment, and think about what Earth means to you and begin there.  Professor Azibo doesn’t need to see that you can recite facts and figures to him, he needs to know your understanding of how Earth works for you.”

“Didn’t he say at the beginning of term that he ‘neither cared nor wished to know where our peculiar affinities lie.’  How is describing what Earth means to me different?” she asked.

“Stop stalling.” Lucas picked up his own papers and ink and left her to her work.

****
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MASTER MYRLIN WAS NOT in a mood to pamper anyone’s sensibilities.   Bella sat quaking on her stool in his lab.  

“You.” Myrlin pointed to Rowley and then pointed to the door.  “Leave.” Then he turned his attention back to Bella.  “Your guardian can stay outside.”

“Yes, Master Myrlin,” Bella’s reply was barely audible.

“How can even you, manage to screw up such a simple experiment?  You could have blown up half my laboratory!” Myrlin asked stunned.  “It’s not like we are trying to do anything difficult child! It is merely a distillation...” 

“I’m sorry Master Myrlin...” she meekly began.

“Save your ‘sorry.'  I’m not interested in SORRY.  What I want to know child, is have you learned anything from this?” 

“Pardon?” she asked.

“What.  Have.  You.  Learned.  From.  This.  It’s not a difficult question.”  He seethed in her direction as he began to set up the experiment again.

“Umm, I learned that you can’t walk away from open flame?” she queried.  

Myrlin took a deep cleansing breath, then took another one.  “Think child.  Think!”

“If I take the plant and place it in the copper bowl, then add the element of Water, the process of deterioration begins.  If I heat the water with the element of Fire, it speeds the process.  The plant and water becomes a new substance, this is then transferred to the sieve and drips through the tubing and the level of heat creates a distillation.  Where did I go wrong?” Bella tried to walk through the steps she had made.

“Your theory is fine, it’s the practice that has faltered.  Was the copper bowl covered?” he asked.

“Yes, Master Myrlin.”

“Was it sealed?” his eyebrow raised with the question.

“Yes, I believe the seal was secure.” She admitted.  

“Was there a vent of any kind?” his patience was very thin at his point.

“No.”  Bella began to see where she went wrong and turned a little green with the knowledge.

“Do you not understand the basic principle of pressure?” his voice lowered.

“Thank you Master Myrlin, I shall begin again,” she said as she scooted off her stool and began to reassemble the experiment.

“How will you ever pass as the ‘favored freshman’ if you can’t be methodical in your experiments?  Are you recording your results?  I haven’t seen your notebook all evening.” Myrlin chided her yet again.  

“I’ve been using a recording device so I can transcribe my notes later,” she innocently replied.

“Think.  How will that help you?  How will making notes later help you now?  Record your actions, your observations, and your findings, as they happen! It is far too easy to misremember and to forget exactness.  Now take out your notebook, and record every single step, reaction, observation and conclusion for the rest of this experiment.  Leave the notebook on the bench when you leave, I’ll go over it later.”  With that pronouncement, he stormed out of the lab and Bella could hear his office door slam even from this distance.

****
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“WELL, SHE SURVIVED her first term at University.  Frankly, I thought she’d do better than these grades denote,” Rinna set the letter from Bella down on the desk and looked at Alaxia, awaiting her response.

“How.  That is what I wish to know.  How is she not doing well?  What does she need to succeed?” Alaxia asked Rinna.

“She can’t be rebelling about being sent off the continent, this is her training, if she fails at this, what does she think she’ll be able to do?” Rinna said in return.

“There’s always farming...” Eva interrupted as she came into the library.  “I’m looking for Ceafo, have you seen her?”

“No, she’s off on House business.  She should be back next week, did you have a meeting?” Alaxia asked Eva.

“No, I just wanted something looked into.  Why don’t you send Bells an ultimatum?  Either next term things are turned around or she’ll be sent to the valley to learn crop rotation...” Eva didn’t wait for a reply as she went back about her business.

****
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MYRLIN READ THE EMAIL from Czarrina Bloodstrider stating that she was coming for a visit and expected to see progress.  Funding for the new library remodel for the University depended upon it.  Anyone reading the email would assume she was talking about the remodel and not her sister that was hiding in plain sight.

Bella learned of the pending visit from her guardian Rowley.  “When you see her, remember you are not to address her as a sister, but as her Ladyship.  You are supposed to be Trilena Farseer after all.”

“Rowley...do you think that the trouble I’m having accessing elemental magic is because I’m hiding who I really am?” Bella mused aloud.  “I mean, if I am pretending to be someone else, does the magic know?”

“Dun be daft lass.”  Bella always knew when she perplexed Rowley by his altered speech pattern.  He spent much of his youth with the dwarves and when his guard was down it showed.  “You spend too much time fretting ‘bout what canna be changed.  Now once more into the breach lass...on with it.”

Bella concentrated on the candle in front of her, it was red to symbolize the element of Fire and placed in the southern position of her protection circle.  She centered herself and took a cleansing breath, then observed the wick, how it emerged from the wax, the way the wax flowed away from the wick.  She imagined what the flame would look like when it started to catch, how the wick would turn brown, then black, how the flame would be blue, then orange with variations to yellow at the tip.  Then she thought of the flame itself, what it would look like when it danced in the slight air currents surrounding it.

“Ah, well-done lass, you dun it!” Rowley whispered, and just like that Bella’s concentration snapped and the flame sputtered out.

“I really did, didn’t I,” Bella was awed that she was able to light the candle at all, but then she realized she spoke no charm, no spell, she lit the flame with her thoughts.

As if Rowley could read her mind, which he could not, he answered her unspoken question.  “Perhaps Fire is your true element and not Earth like yer sister thought.”

****
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THE NEXT AFTERNOON she demonstrated what she learned to Professor Azibo.  “I don’t understand why we need to learn this type of magic Professor.  I mean we have electricity,” Bella was cut off by the Professor.

“Miss Farseer, we must learn the basics, how to control the magic and harness the power in order to do higher magic.  What you demonstrated was power not magic.  Magic is spell craft, power is innate, within us, when we are blessed with Elemental Power, and it enables us to bend the rules a bit.  You could have struck a match.  You could have used a charm, you could have decided to use the electric lights and not bothered with candles at all.” He paused to be sure he had the attention of the class before he continued, “By concentrating on what the process involved and visualizing each step in full, the smells...what each stage would look like if you actually performed them, your Elemental power kicked in.  It essentially lit the candle for you.  Desire matched intent.” 

Bella heard the class behind her mumbling agreement with the Professor.  She blushed a little at the attention and returned to her seat as the next student took her place.

****
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BY THE END OF THE SECOND term, Bellascar had found her way and understanding was dawning.  She improved in each of her classes and began to feel at home in the University.  

As the last days of the term came to a close, Myrlin requested a meeting with her in his office.

“Master Myrlin, you wished to see me?” Bella said as she gently knocked on his door.

“Come in child, come in.” Myrlin was all smiles, which set off her inner alarms again.  Then she saw her sister Rinna.

“Oh excuse me, I was unaware that Lady Bloodstrider was with you,” Bella’s eyes brightened considerably at the prospect of speaking with her sister.

“Not at all Miss Farseer, I was just leaving for a tour of the new library expansion.” Czarrina smiled warmly at her sister and then left the office with Bella staring after her.

“Master Myrlin?” Bella asked, hoping for clarification.

Clearing his throat, he directed her attention to the blue figure standing near the back of the door.  “Please, close the door and have a seat.”

Taking the proffered seat, she looked in askance to Master Myrlin again.

“I would like to introduce you to your familiar for the summer term, his name is Xixor, and he is on loan from Lady Bloodstrider.  He will be your potions assistant.  She has assured me that he is very well versed in everything a beginning potions weaver should know.”

“Salutations Miss Farseer.  I hope you don’t mind my being foisted upon you for the summer term.” Xixor bowed in deference to Bella.

“Not all, I appreciate the help.” When she was sure that Myrlin couldn’t see it, she winked at her old familiar, happy that her family was rewarding her for all her hard work.

Back in her rooms, with her guardians and her familiar, she was finally looking forward to University life.  “So potions will be the summer term, why only the one class?” She asked Lucas.

“You’ve aligned with your Elemental Power.  Xixor can teach you how to adapt it and weave it into the potions.  Believe me when I tell you, it will consume all your time.” Lucas chuckled with the other guardians as they settled in for a relaxed evening.

Bella knew there was more to it than that, but for now, she was happy.
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By David W. Landrum

O earth, earth, earth...

—Robert Herrick

I

Lucas Baynard liked the silences he had come to know living out on an abandoned farm.  He had had his fill of noise and reveled in the quiet of his newly-purchased land.  Autumn had come.  Frost had whitened the fields early.  The property had laid fallow for the two years before he purchased it.  Blackened corn stubble stuck through the soil.  He could see the remains of the largely abandoned garden near the main house.  But by and large, the land presented a blanket of smooth soil stretching out in all directions from the complex of buildings that included the house, a barn, and several sheds.  Lucas hoped the silences through which he moved would wash over him and when spring came, his spirit would renew just like the earth renewed.

Remodeling the house had been expensive, but money didn't matter now.  He had plenty of it, especially since his last two novels had been made into successful films.  His book sold well and he and Anna had lived comfortably, but he never thought he would be a millionaire.  The film industry had money.  He had been both fortunate and unfortunate in establishing a Hollywood connection.  It had enriched his bank account but cost him Anna—not a good bargain, and a deal he would never have entered into if he had known the full consequences.

Not everything about his newly-acquired property was good.  The soil, exhausted from years of chemical farming, had reached the point that it could not produce crops.  No matter how much fertilizer the former owners heaped upon it, yields had diminished over the years.  He sold out and Lucas got the place.

People worried about him.

"It's not a good idea to be out there all by yourself," Geneva, his agent, warned him when she came to visit.

"I'll be okay."

"You just went through a bad break-up.  It's not smart to go to a remote place, all alone, and just sit around and brood."

He wanted to dress her down but restrained himself.  She had spoken out of genuine concern.

"I'll be fine, Gen.  I didn't come here to brood.  I'm not a suicide risk."

"Well, you've been through a lot."

"I know.  But I came here for healing.  I actually feel better out here."

"Okay, and that's good.  But what if healing doesn't come?  What if you do start to brood or get depressed?"

He looked out the picture window by the door.  Unplanted fields showed silver in the morning light.  The gentle sway of hills made him feel at peace.

"I get the idea I will heal.  I plan to get this farm up and running.  That will take a lot of work and a lot of people in and out.  I'll have plenty to occupy my mind.  And I might get some ideas for writing projects."

"Okay," she answered dubiously, "but why don't you call me every couple of days?  I'm worried about you."

He went over and gave her a kiss on the cheek.

"I'll call you every other day.  I'm moved that you're concerned."

"Well, I should be."

"Right.  I'll see you at the launch party."

She nodded and left.  Geneva was in her early fifties, a married woman with three children—she had married later in life and her children were young—and had served him capably as a literary agent.  He liked it that her happy marriage and religious faith, Anglican, had prevented any sexual shenanigans between them.  

"Sure," she said.  "I'll see you there.

He watched her drive away.  Large gray clouds scudded across the sky though the sun shone through considerable gaps in them.  Her car disappeared down the road.  He listened to the silence that pleased him so much now.  Living in silence struck him with its novelty.  

The soiree, in a bookstore downtown, would include a reading from his latest novel, which he had finished and sent to the press before he split with Anna; it would also be a farewell to his city friends.  He did not plan to unfriend or disassociate from them, but he did plan to withdraw for a while.  He needed time away.  He wanted to embark on a year-long religious retreat without the religion.  He needed time to think and meditate.  He needed time to write as well.  His writing had gone on hold through the mess with Anna.

Going over to the liquor cabinet, he poured himself a whiskey.  The crew he hired had done its work well, refurbishing the old farmhouse but not altering its interior a great deal.  Laminate flooring replaced the vinyl tile and the worn, rotting boards that had covered the floors downstairs.  Plumbers had redone the pipes and a heat/cooling crew installed a new furnace and an air conditioning unit.  Reroofed and painted a new coat of its original color, the house pleased him.  Its high ceilings, old wood, and small rooms charmed him and made him feel secure and rested.

Just as he finished his whiskey, a knock came.

Lucas had not scheduled visitors for the afternoon.  He went to the door, thinking perhaps one of his neighbors had come to visit.  A draft of cold air blew in as he pulled it open.

Two visitors, both women, stood at his threshold.  One looked Indian:  brown skin, dark, glossy hair, large brown eyes, and the lines in her face long and straight.  She wore a leather jacket.  Through its open front, he saw a bright pink smock embroidered with gold and red design.  Beside her stood a woman with red hair, pale skin, and blue eyes; she dressed in a white blouse, a very short skirt, and boots, wearing no coat or jacket in spite of the chill.  The Indian woman smiled.

"Good afternoon," she said in slightly accented British-style English, "I'm Caliban Prithvi.  This is my associate Desdemona Fiori.  I believe you contacted our agency, Prithvi Restoration Collective."

He remembered.  "Yes, I did contact you."

"I hope we're not intruding.  I'm President of the organization.  We were out this way, remembered your inquiry, and thought we would drop by."

"You're not intruding at all.  Please come in."

Lucas took Caliban's coat and invited them to sit.  Caliban, he hoped he had heard her name correctly, who had on pink belted slacks, sat in a prim, mortal way, feet together, hands in her lap.  Desdemona crossed her marvelously shaped legs and leaned back, one arm extended on the top the sofa's back cushions.

"Would you ladies care for a drink?"

Caliban took a whiskey on ice.  Desdemona asked if she knew how to make a Negroni.  He did and had the ingredients.

"You scored points with me on that one," she said as she took it.

"An Italian friend used to serve them to me"—he almost said to me and Anna but caught himself.  "I always keep some Vermouth Rosso and Campari around so I can make one when I want it."

He made himself a Stinger and sat down across from them.  They drank and chatted.  Despite his declaration to Geneva that he craved silence, he enjoyed having company.

"I love your writing," Caliban said.  "I know you've probably heard that a thousand times and are sick of hearing it, but I do enjoy reading your work."

"A writer never gets tired of hearing what you just said.

"I've read everything you've written," Desdemona put in, "even the short stories you published in Linnet's Wings and Pedestal."

Those works had only recently been collected with fifteen other stories he had published in journals early on.  His publisher planned a release next June.

"I admire your industry if you spent that much time tracking them down."

"It was worth the effort.  And if really loved 'Backstreet Girl,' the story that was a take-off of the old Rolling Stones song."

Lucas knew that opposites attracted and noticed how Caliban seemed quiet and reserved, Desdemona more effusive.  He decided to ask about the Indian woman's name.

"Your name is 'Caliban'?  Did I get it right?"

She laughed.  "You did—'Caliban,' as in The Tempest by Shakespeare.  It's a man's name, but my parents were both university teachers, knew that, but liked the name and give it to me anyway."

"And Desdemona—another Shakespearian name."

"Not as lucky as Caliban—I get strangled in the play he wrote with my name as a character's name.  Shakespeare's Desdemona was a wimp, though.  If Othello had tried to strangle me, I would have bit his ear off."

They all laughed.  Lucas felt the effect of the two drinks he had just consumed.  He had avoided drinking alcohol since the split with Anna.  It felt good to be a little buzzed.

"So you've at least driven through, my property," he said.  "Do you have any idea of how things stand?"

"Not from driving through," Caliban answered, "but we did an assessment for Mr. Louks a couple of years ago."

"How bad is it?"

"I'd call it 'average bad.' Your land suffers from typical degradation.  The soil is compacted.  It's also exhausted.  The microbes are gone.  Alkaline levels are high.  And a lot of bad chemicals are lodged in it."

"That sounds bleak."

"Not so bleak.  As I said, it's average.  It may take a couple of years, but your soil can be restored—and after the restoration, you can easily maintain its health and fertility.  We'll email you the report after we process the samples.  But we can begin the restoration process by breaking up the compacted ground.  In fact, we can dispatch a crew tomorrow to do some deep-level plowing.  It would be best to do this before winter sets in—if you will agree to it."

"Of course I'll agree.  The sooner we start, the better."

"Wonderful.  Well, we can't stay.  If you want to initiate the process, we can sign you up and have a crew here tomorrow."

Desdemona got out her Kindle Fire.  She brought up a form, which Lucas read and signed electronically.  He said he would see them at the book launch tonight.

"Not me," Desdemona said.  "I'm not invited."

"You are now.  I'll call and get your name on the guest list.  I'd love for you to attend."

They left.  He watched them drive off.  Silence returned.

Lucas sat down.  Comforting as the women's visit had been, it brought a flood of memories about Anna.

They had split four months ago.  Split, Lucas thought, did not describe their break-up accurately because it implied they had gone separate ways in a grumpy mutual decision.  She had left him—blindsided him one day, with an email no less, telling him it was over and she had left from Jerry Blake.

Blake commanded a small niche in the Hollywood elite.  Ironically, Lucas, thought, his own novels had given Blake the success that made him enough of a shining light that he had attracted Anna.  He had done the screen adaptation of Lucas' novel that won the National Book Award.  The movie proved a success, pulling in millions, staying at the top of the marquis for a couple of weeks.  Paige Harnack won an Oscar for Best Supporting Actress; it also garnered an Academy Award for Best Costume Design.  He was glad it had not won any of the "big" awards for Best Picture or Best Actor/Actress.  He was happy for Paige, and at the party, where he and Anna were guests, she had thanked him effusively for writing the novel.  Paige loved books, had an undergraduate degree in English and had read Lucas's other novels and his short stories.  "I even read The Impossible Dance and Unguarded, the former his only poetry collection, the latter his lone scholarly publication, a discourse on the fiction of A.  N.  Wilson.  They talked—or rather, she gushed about her love of literature in general and his writing in particular—all through the party.
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