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1: Stranger in a Stranger Land
Miss Olivia Peabody didn’t expect that it would be so difficult to find a place to live.  She fully expected that in a college town, every building would be teeming with vacant apartments, one of which would have her name on it.  She stood in front of 366 South St., suitcases stuffing the 88 Plymouth Reliant behind her, staring up at the old stone building with the red “For Rent” sign in the upper widow.  She buzzed the #7 outside the door, and a gruff male voice barked “What?”

“I’d like to see the apartment,” she said timidly.  “Can I come up?”

“The apartment’s already been rented,” he barked back.

“I’m sorry, but the For Rent sign is still in the window.”  She looked up at the window and was surprised when she saw wide hairy fingers wrap around the edges of the sign and yank it off the window.

“Now it isn’t,” she heard him say through the tinny speaker.  “Go away!”

Olivia looked down at the checklist in her hand.  “366 South St….rented.”  She crossed the apartment off her list.  “Last one,” she said, looking at 13 Marian Blvd scribbled in at the bottom of her page.  “The last vacant apartment anywhere.”  She sighed, tucking her brown hair behind her ear and pushing her horn-rimmed glasses up over her skinny nose.  “This better be the lucky one.”

Marian Boulevard was a dead-end road at the far edge of town.  Olivia drove her car past the city dump, then took an immediate left on Marian.  The stench was unbearable, but she breathed through her mouth and rolled up all the windows in her car.  13 Marian Boulevard was a small green trailer resting on cinderblocks in the middle of the yard.  Two rusty bicycle wheels leaned on a broken-down Cavalier sitting amid beer bottles, hubcaps and four Basset hounds.

“This is it,” Olivia said, turning off her car and walking tentatively up to the front door.  She rapped on the screen door.  “Hello?” she asked, hoping dearly that no one would be home.

The inside door swung open and a skinny man with a stained T-shirt stuck his head out.  “Whatdya want?”

“I heard you had an apartment for rent?” she asked, holding her list to her chest.

“I got an extra bedroom,” he leered, looking her up and down.  “It’s got a big bed.  Big enough fer two.”  He grinned, showing an alarming lack of teeth.  Olivia briefly wondered how he ate anything at all.

“Actually, that isn’t quite what I’m looking for,” she said, backing quickly away.  “Thank you anyway.”  She turned and sprinted back to her car, jumped in and shut the door.  She turned the key, trying to get the engine to turn over.  “Come on,” she pleaded.  Olivia looked out the window and jumped when she saw the trailer owner outside.

“Ye sure ye don’t want to live here?” he asked again.  “You can even sleep in the barn if you’d rather.”

“No thanks,” she shouted through the window.  The Reliant turned over at last, and she sped back down the road.

Ten minutes later found Olivia sitting in the park in the center of town throwing pieces of her sandwich to the ducks.  She had never felt so helpless in her life.  Miss Olivia Peabody, you see, had just moved out of her parents’ house and had no place to live.  There had been a huge fight involving loud voices and accusations and finally claims that Olivia, (her mother said) would never be able to make it on her own.  She had gotten into every doctoral program she applied for, all but one of which were within commuting distance from her home.  The last one was seven hours away, two states from her parents.

So she moved out.

Olivia Peabody was 27.

Sure, she was a little old to never have moved outside her house.  But she had also never had had a real relationship, never had many friends.  She liked to think of herself as a loner, a homebody, but Olivia knew that she could only use that excuse for so long.  So she accepted the program two states away, packed up her car and drove away from everything she had ever known.  And there she was.

One of the ducks tugged on her pants leg and made her look down.  He had his bill open for another bite of sandwich, so she dropped some crust.  She didn’t like crust.  Interrupted the flow of sandwich too much.  “Where am I gonna live, duck?” she asked, but the duck only gobbled down her sandwich and flopped back into the pond.

Olivia drove onto her campus to have another look around.  They didn’t offer housing to graduate students, that much she knew, since they had explicitly told her she would need to find an apartment.  Well she had spent the entire day searching and no one had any place she could live.  One apartment only wanted a male.  One apartment refused to allow any meat in the house.  Three apartments turned out to be old listings that had, actually, been rented.  The list went on.

Olivia finished her sandwich and tossed the bag into the trash.  She had, at least, thought to pack food when she moved.  She stared at her reflection in the pond.  “I can’t go home,” she said out loud.  “I just can’t.  I’ll never hear the end of it.”

At last she got back into her car and started driving to the nearest motel.  She had money, at least, and maybe she could stay there until she found a place.  She was just up the road a mile or two when she saw a Holiday Inn.  “That looks nice,” she said, smiling at the rows of little cookie-cutter rooms.  

“It’ll be $85 a night, ma’am,” the desk clerk said, chewing his gum slowly and with an open mouth, looking distinctly bovine.  “How long will you be staying?”

“I’m not sure,” she said, hesitating.  “Two nights?”

He scanned her debit card with a speed that belied his slow chewing, then handed her the receipt to sign.  Almost $180 with tax, enough to definitely entice her to find a place soon.  “Thank you,” she said with a smile, accepting the plastic key card.  

“It’s room 733,” he said, pointing upstairs.  “I’m sorry but the elevator is broken.”

Olivia was just hauling her last suitcase up the sixth flight of stairs when she realized she had left her debit card on the desk.  She left her suitcase on the stairs and ran down to the clerk, who handed it to her without asking any questions.  “I forget things a lot,” she said apologetically, then dashed back up to get her suitcase.

Olivia was on the fifth floor when she heard a swooshing noise, then a woman’s scream.  She ran quickly up the next flight.  

An elderly woman had pressed herself against the wall, panting and wild-eyed.  Olivia’s suitcase had slid down the stairs and was open all over the landing, underwear and socks dotting the maroon carpeting.

“It attacked me!” the lady said, still flush with the wall.  “I had just turned the corner when I saw it come rocketing down the stairs straight at me!  I’m lucky I got out of the way in time.” 

“Is this your suitcase, young lady?”  The question came from a well-dressed gentleman with gray whiskers and very little hair, presumably the woman’s husband.  He poked at Olivia with his cane.  She had knelt down to gather the clothing.

“Yes sir,” she said meekly.  “I’m sorry…”

“You’d better be sorry,” the old woman said, composing herself and following her husband down the stairs, muttering up at Olivia the whole way.  “Forgetful girl.  Could’ve gotten me killed!”

Olivia finished stuffing the clothes back into her old brown suitcase and sat on it to close the latch.  She dragged it up the last stairs and down the hall to her room.  733 was halfway down the hall on her left.  She slid the key card in and out of the lock a few times before it clicked open and she pushed her way inside.  She had already brought the other suitcases in and this was the last trip she had to make.

Olivia collapsed on the bed with a sigh, shielding her eyes with the back of her hand.  She toed off her shoes and just lay there, exhausted, wishing she had a home.  She thought for a few minutes and realized she would never be able to stay at the Holiday Inn: it was far too expensive.  She would have to find a place within the next two nights, or she would go back home to her parents.  And THAT was certainly not going to happen.

Olivia found two apartments the very next morning.  One was a studio apartment above the local liquor store.  The other was a one-bedroom in the next town, just advertised that morning.  The problem was that they were both far too expensive.

“I can’t afford $1300 a month,” she gasped when she heard the price of the second one.  “That’s outrageous.  You’re the second place I’ve found this morning that wants more than their apartment is worth.  The first place wanted $1150.  Don’t you people understand not everyone has that kind of money?”  Olivia hesitated, realizing she was rather harsh and the woman who owned the apartment was staring at her as if Olivia had just dunked her head in syrup.  “I’m sorry,” she said more calmly.  “But I’ve looked at every apartment I could find and I can’t find one where I can live.  They’re either rented or too expensive or won’t take me.  I’m at the end of my rope.”  She sighed and scribbled her cell phone number on a piece of paper.  “If you drop the price to below $800 give me a call.”  With that, she left.

Olivia sank down into her car and pressed the heels of her hands fiercely into her eyes to stop herself from crying, dropping her glasses onto her lap.  She finally gave up and cried, body shaking, pounding her fists against the steering wheel.

“It’s not fair!” she cried.  “Why won’t this work?  I don’t care where I live, so long as I can afford it!”  Olivia swiped tears from her eyes after a minute and pushed her glasses back up onto her face, then steered her car out into the road.  She drove until she reached the campus.

It really was beautiful.  Olivia drove around for a while, admiring the architecturally elegant buildings and the scenic campus.  Everything looked very rustic and serene.  She found herself feeling much better being there, so far from home, and so she parked her car and started walking the grounds.

It was a big campus, and Olivia had plenty to look at as she walked.  She passed the science building, a massive stone structure with Latin engraved on the stairs.  After a little while she reached the English building where she would be continuing her graduate studies.  She would earn her Ph.D. in a few years, and she’d be spending a lot of her time in that building.

The next building she came to was the library.  It took her breath away.  The library was a massive, gabled building with gothic arches and stone pillars.  It was practically a castle.  She stared up at it for a few moments.  It was taller than any building on campus; it had to be ten stories tall.  It looked like something out of a medieval novel.

Olivia eventually snapped out of her trance and walked inside.  The inside was even more magnificent than the outside.  The rows of books seemed to stretch on for miles.  She climbed the stairs up to the second floor and found the same thing.  Every floor, she took a look around and then climbed one higher.  After the third floor, the floors began to be arranged in a more complicated way.  On the fourth floor there were study alcoves arranged along the walls, private cubicles.  The fifth floor was the same, and there were more of them.  The sixth and seventh floors were arranged around an art display in the center of each, so the stacks ran parallel to whichever wall they were nearest to.  The upper two floors were just book stacks, and the top floor had dozens of the little cubicles and very few books whatsoever.  Olivia wandered around for a few minutes, then climbed back down to look at the art displays.  One was a sculpture of the entire campus.  The one on the sixth floor was an abstract piece. 

As Olivia reached the fifth floor, she realized she hadn’t seen a single person in the library since she arrived.  “That’s odd,” she said aloud, walking around the books.  This was the medical book section.  She dragged her fingers along the dusty bindings until she reached the end of the row, then stopped to look at the cubicle directly in front of her.

“Cute,” she said, walking around to enter through the opening where a door would be.  The cubicles each had a big desk in them with a chair and were just about six feet on each side.  They were very roomy for study cubicles.  She sat down, pleased that the chairs were quite comfortable.  There was even an outlet for a computer and an Ethernet jack.   “I’ll do all my studying here,” she said aloud, then thought to herself that she had to break the habit of talking to herself or people would think she was crazy.

After a few minutes of pretending to be a studious doctoral candidate, Olivia left the cubicle and climbed down the last few flights of stairs.  As she was leaving, she looked at the hours posted on the door and saw that the library had been closed for several hours.

Olivia wondered how she could have gotten in, then, if it was supposed to be closed.  Apparently the maintenance staff just left the doors unlocked and trusted that no one would steal anything.  Very trusting, for a university, but perhaps that was how things were done out here.

Olivia wandered back to her car.  By that time it was early in the evening.  “Maybe I should head back now,” she said to herself.  The sun would be setting soon.  She drove back to the Holiday Inn and climbed up the flights of stairs.  When she reached the seventh floor, she saw the elevator ding open and realized the elevator had been fixed.  She grumbled to herself the whole way back to room 733.

Olivia ordered room service for dinner, figuring it was going to be the last good meal she ate in a while and as such, she had better make the most of it.  As she was polishing off the last of her pasta, she flicked on the television and settled back with the evening news.  She set her trash on the nightstand and leaned back against the pillows.  Before long she was sound asleep.  

Olivia checked out of the Holiday Inn at 11:30 the next morning with a queasy feeling in her stomach.  She knew she was homeless and needed a place to spend the night.  There were no more apartments anywhere.  She loaded everything back into her little car and drove back to campus.

“So there aren’t any available rooms on campus?” she pleaded again, leaning over the desk at the Housing Office.  “I really have no place to stay.”

The older woman behind the desk looked truly heartbroken.  “I’m sorry, Miss Peabody, but we’re completely full with the incoming undergraduate class.  Do you have any friends in the area you could stay with?”

“No one,” she replied.  “I just moved here.  I’m not from the area.”

“Well I’m sorry,” the clerk replied, “but there’s really nothing I can do.”

“Is there a YWCA in the area?” Olivia asked, desperate.  “Anyplace that rents rooms?”

The clerk shook her head.  “I’m sorry.  There’s really nothing in this area.”

Olivia slunk slowly out of the office and back to her car.  The prospect of living in the Plymouth was starting to look appealing.  She sat down and reclined her seat as much as it would go with the suitcases in the back.

“It’s sort of comfortable,” she thought.  “Maybe if I turn this way…”

So Olivia spent the next ten minutes trying to get comfortable enough that she could imagine sleeping in her car.  It didn’t work.  

“I can’t do this,” she said out loud to the empty car.  “I’ll need a place to stay.  Any place.  Any place with a small room…” and she paused.

Olivia got back out of the car and walked as quickly as she could to the library.  It made perfect sense.  She ran right in, past the people at the front desk, and dashed up the stairs to the fifth floor.  There were more people in the building, now that it was actually open, but as she wove her way around the dividers, she discovered no one using the study carrels.  Olivia walked around them for a few minutes, peeking her head in, and finally settled on one near the corner of the floor.  The entrance was tucked behind a shelf of old medical journals from the early 1900s, nothing anyone would be looking for soon (she was sure).  She walked in and looked around.  The desk was large, but it moved rather easily since it was on flat casters.  She slid it out the door into the cubicle next to her, arranged it like the two desks were supposed to be there, then pushed the chair over in front of it.  The cubicle was then empty.  She sat on the floor, looking around, imagining what it would be like to return to every day.  Not too bad.  

Olivia leaned back against the wall of the carrel and decided to wait for a while to see how much traffic there was near her.  She only heard one person come onto the floor, and they only stayed for a few minutes before leaving.  She sat there for about an hour before deciding that she could make it work, and left.

Olivia returned later in the evening after buying her books for the semester and gathering some things from the car.  The library was closing, as she was told by the woman at the charge desk.  Olivia took the elevator this time rather than the stairs and got off on the fifth floor.  There was still no one there.  She found her cubicle, the one with no desks, and dropped her stuff on the floor.  “Home sweet home,” she said, piling her books in the corner.  She didn’t bring in anything suspicious, like sheets or a pillow, so the woman at the desk wouldn’t suspect anything.

At seven p.m. an annoying buzzer jerked her out of a light doze.  At first Olivia thought it was a fire drill, but then she realized it was just the “closing time” buzzer.  She relaxed again as the lights went out automatically.  She left the cubicle to peer down out of one of the windows and saw the librarians leaving the front door.  Sure enough, they left it unlocked.

When another ten minutes had passed, Olivia took the stairs down and went out to her car.  It was fortunately parked somewhere where it wouldn’t need to be moved for overnight parking.  She gathered just her necessities: clothing and bedding (sheets, pillow) and carried them into the library, looking to make sure no one was watching.  When she was sure she was safe, she walked in and took the elevator up to the fifth floor.  Her cubicle was, of course, empty except for her books.  Olivia lay her quilt on the floor in the corner and her pillow on top of that, then fit her suitcase at the foot of her “bed.”  It wasn’t terribly comfortable, but it was indoors and more spacious than her car.

Once she had gotten a little settled, Olivia had to think about finding food.  “I’ll bet there’s a refrigerator in here somewhere,” she thought, looking around.  She took the stairs down to the main floor where the librarians sat.  She knew that there was probably a break room somewhere in the building.  The first three doors she tried were all locked (probably offices) but the fourth door opened into a small lounge.  It had a table and chairs as well as a decent-sized refrigerator and microwave.  “Perfect,” she sighed.  If there were a couch, she would sleep there, but the three metal chairs wouldn’t be very comfortable.

In the fridge Olivia found a sandwich that was three days old, a quart of milk, some butter, and a Styrofoam container that looked like someone’s Chinese Food from earlier in the week.  There was nothing in the freezer except ice and frost lining the door and walls.  Olivia checked the expiration date on the milk and was pleased to find that it was safe.  She found a clean glass in the cabinet above the table and poured herself some milk.  She replaced the carton and sat at one of the chairs, sipping from her glass.

“I can keep a few groceries in the fridge,” she thought.  “Not enough to arouse suspicion, but enough that I can eat.”  She rubbed her forehead, knowing she would have to go out and buy food soon.  At least some microwave dinners.

Olivia set out after finishing her milk and left the library.  She made a mental note to seek out other entrances in case the front doors should ever be locked.  She walked over to her car and started it up, then headed out to buy dinner.

She returned an hour later with a bag of some non-perishable canned goods as well as Tupperware, some microwave dinners, and fruit.  She froze the microwave dinners and brought the non-perishable ones upstairs.  The bag broke on the third staircase and she had to take the elevator the rest of the way up, oranges balanced precariously in the crook of her elbow.  

Olivia had enough room to create a small storage area with her books, blocking off the corner of the cubicle and placing all her goods inside.  She wasn’t very hungry and settled for having a banana.  She could have used soup but having four flights of stairs between herself and the microwave convinced her that soup was not really necessary.

Olivia finished her dinner and brought the banana peel to the trash, where she promptly disposed of it.  It had gotten dark outside.  Her watch read a few minutes to 7.  It was too early to sleep, so she got up and began to look for something to read.

She found the poetry on the next floor above her.  Floor 6 had an entire literature collection.  Olivia found a collection of W.B. Yeats and returned happily to her bed downstairs.  She undressed and put on a long nightgown, then curled up in bed with Yeats.  When she was too tired to read anymore, she turned off the lights above her cubicle and went to sleep.

2: Odd English Grad Students

Three weeks later

“So as I said before, it seems that Lord Byron wants to be both detached from and engaged in his poems’ critical reception,” Olivia finished, folding her hands.

“Interesting,” Professor Coburn replied.  He looked up at the clock.  “That about does it for today, class,” he said, gathering his papers into a pile and tucking them into a folder.  “Don’t forget to finish your critical analyses papers for next week.”

Olivia headed from Byron to her introductory English class, the one she taught.  Landing this job had been fairly easy with her strong background in English and the department’s lack of qualified teachers.  The members of her class were mostly Freshman taking her course as an introduction to the English major.  

“I’ve asked you to read The Yellow Wallpaper for today,” she said, sitting at the desk.  “Does anyone have any comments?”

“It was too long.”  The student who spoke was a short, stocky boy with a baseball cap and thick Neolithic eyebrows.

Olivia forced a smile.  “It’s hardly 200 pages, James,” she replied.  “If you can’t finish that, you may have trouble later in the course.  Anyone else?”  she paused.  “Anyone have any comments about…say, the trustworthiness of the narrative voice?”

Blank stares greeted her.  One student, a Sophomore with raccoon-like eyeliner and purple-streaked hair, was nodding off with her head in the palm of her hand.  Jane Eyemore, a Freshman sitting next to the raccoon girl, was doodling in her notebook.  The last two weeks of classes had taught Olivia that Jane was very bright, listening even as she doodled, but was terribly worried about being the only person to comment on anything in the class.  

“Jane?” Olivia asked, and the girl looked up.  “Care to hazard a guess?”

Jane took a hesitant look around her and said, “Well, you can’t trust the narrator.  You think you can until the end, and then you realize she’s crazy.”

“Thank you, Jane.”  Olivia sighed.  “Seymour?”  At her words, a shaved head bobbed up from the desk, wild-eyed.  “Seymour, do you have any ideas about when the narrator became crazy?”

Seymour blinked several times, frightened-looking, then shook his head.

“You can’t tell,” someone finally said.  Olivia saw that it was Andrew, the clean-cut young man wearing very preppy clothing.  “It’s hard to know when she stops being trustworthy.”

Olivia wrenched answers out of the rest of the class for another fifty minutes before dismissing them at the end.  She had three bright ones and eight that should run away from the English major as fast as their legs could carry them.  They wouldn’t, of course, and she would end up passing them with some sort of average mark, but Olivia held out hope that they would find their niches before the Withdrawal period was over.

That introductory English class, English 117, was Olivia’s last class of the day.  She gathered up her books and headed over to the office that she shared with three other graduate students.  

“How was class?” asked Herman Merdock, dropping several papers into a tall black filing cabinet.  Herman had an annoying nasal voice.  He wrote poetry that was fairly decent and thought that he should be published more than he had been.  

“The same,” Olivia said, dropping her things onto her desk and collapsing into her chair with a sigh.  “I can’t get much out of them.”

It was just the two of them in the office for about an hour.  Olivia reviewed the response papers her class had turned in last Tuesday.  Four were complete drivel, two were painfully obvious that the students hadn’t read the assignment, and two were well written and thoughtful.  She skimmed all of them first and saved the two best ones for last.  Reading them last always restored her faith in her class.

Esther Summers joined them after the first hour.  She was a rotund girl with very curly blonde hair that always poked out in different directions depending on the humidity.  That day happened to be dry, so her hair was pointing practically straight up.  “Hi, Olivia, Herman,” she greeted, smiling cheerfully and finding herself a spot on the desk she shared with the fourth office resident, Harold.  Harold and Esther were hired last and thus had to share the final desk in the office.  They had arranged it so they were never both in the room at the same time, which made it much easier for everyone.  In fact, Olivia had never even met Harold.

Esther rocked from side to side in her chair thoughtfully while she read, emitting an annoying creaking sound (the chair, not Esther) that really annoyed Herman.  Olivia didn’t care one way or the other, always able to concentrate, but it was amusing to watch Herman bristle.

“MUST you do that?” he asked in his incessantly nasal voice, sounding perpetually self-righteous.

Esther smiled.  “Sorry,” she said sweetly.  Olivia knew she probably did it on purpose, but she wasn’t one to comment.  Herman annoyed her as well.

Olivia gathered up her things once she had finished grading response papers and reviewing the text for next week’s lecture.  Most of her students would probably be completely befuddled by The Harvest Cutters, but she refused to give up hope on all of them as yet.

“I’m heading out,” she said to the room at large.  “Would anyone like to join me for a cup of coffee in town?”

Esther’s ears perked up.  “I would,” she said, quickly standing and pushing in her chair.  Olivia knew Esther was always willing to escape the drear of paper correcting.

They walked to a small coffeehouse in town, a unique little place where you could read as you ate.  The walls were lined with bookshelves, each teeming with great and not-so-great volumes.  Esther settled into a green velvet armchair with a hot chocolate.  Olivia took her latte to a blue paisley chair next to Esther.

“Class going well?” she asked Esther, sipping her coffee.

Esther sighed, blinking, bright eyes looking forlorn.  “I don’t know, Olivia,” she confided.  “I don’t hold out too much hope for the rest of the semester if the last two weeks have been any indication.”  Esther taught the Creative Writing class.  She was a very talented MFA student.

“Maybe it’ll get better,” Olivia reassured her, feeling the same way herself.  “I have to tell you that I’m afraid of spending another eleven weeks with these people.”  She swallowed some of her coffee, and it burned all the way down.  “If they keep being this dead in the water, I can’t trust I won’t strangle every last one of them.”  She smiled slightly over the lip of her cup as Esther laughed.

“No kidding,” she agreed.  “Although,” she added thoughtfully, “I have three students that show a lot of promise.  It’s just the other ten that discourage me.”

“Poetry or fiction?” Olivia asked.

“Two poetry and one fiction.”  Esther took a big sip of hot chocolate, then set her cup down on the little metal table and dabbed her spoon into the whipped cream.  “There’s a girl, Robin, who turned in a very neat short story.  Susan wrote two poems, one of which is very good and one of which could use a lot of improvement, and Ron gave me one poem that is practically publishable.”  She sipped the whipped cream off of the spoon.  “I think it could turn out to be a pretty good semester.”

Olivia finished her latte in two gulps, then set the mug beside Esther’s.  Esther had taken to drawing patterns in the whipped cream with her spoon again.

“Yeah, I have a couple of students that are doing well, too.”  Olivia folded her hands in her lap and leaned forward.  “It’s the few that you have hope for that make the rest worthwhile, I suppose.”

“I agree.”

They chatted for another half hour before Esther looked at her watch.  “I have to go,” she said suddenly.  “Sorry to dash off like this, but I just remembered I’m supposed to meet Charlie at 7.”  Esther blushed pink to the tips of her ears.  

“Charlie?” Olivia teased.  “When did this come about?”

“Last weekend.”  Esther’s color deepened.  “We met at the Renaissance Fair.”

“Ahhhh.”  Olivia shooed her off.  “Go have fun.  I’ll see you on Monday.”

After Esther left, Olivia settled down in her chair to watch the other patrons of the coffee shop.  They all probably had homes to return to.  Although Olivia had been continuing to hunt for apartments, none had surfaced in the last three weeks and she had become more and more settled in the library.  She was fortunate that the floor on which she had chosen to live was so divided up by walls and oddly-placed bookshelves that very few people wandered around.  Her cubicle was behind three bookshelves and separated from the rest of the library by a wall that had two doors in it.  One of them, she knew, was an electrical closet by the wires that ran out of it, but the second was locked fast and she had never seen anyone enter or leave it.  She figured it was probably an unused storage space and forgot about it after only a few days.  In fact, Olivia had yet to see more than one person at a time come onto or off of the fifth floor, and that was the weekly maintainer.  He swept the main floors but didn’t go into any of the cubicles.

Here, in a public place, Olivia was reminded of her situation.  She looked at everyone she met as someone more fortunate.  For all she knew, they could live in their cars, but they looked presentable at all times, composed, and seemed like when they left they were going somewhere permanent.  Olivia wasn’t naïve enough to think that her situation could last forever.  Eventually she would be discovered, and then she would really be out of a place to live.  But until that happened, she was content to live in the corner of the fifth floor and tell no one about it.

Olivia left the coffeehouse to go to the deli next door and pick up a sandwich.  It had become her evening ritual.  Pastrami on rye, extra mayo.  She got it to go, wrapped in waxed paper and tucked into a plain white bag, with some Baked Lays and a bottled water.  It had only taken her a day to realize the copper taste of the library water wasn’t going to go away.  

“See you tomorrow Miss O,” said the cashier, waving her many-ringed hand at Olivia as she left.

“Thanks, Samantha,” Olivia called back, smiling at the teenager.  Samantha was always working when Olivia came in, except Wednesdays and Thursdays, which were her days off.

It was a nice walk in the cool evening air back to the library.  Olivia bypassed the main entrance and went instead to the entrance near the loading dock, following the underground passage from the adjacent Electrical building to the basement of the library.  They locked the library during the semester, she had quickly found out, and the only open entrance was through the other building.  She considered herself fortunate to have found it before the semester began and she found herself locked out of her home.

The entrance under the library was supposed to be keycard only, but the lock had been broken for (it seemed) a very long time, and Olivia could just walk right through the gate.  She carried her dinner up to the elevator and rode from the basement to the fifth floor.  She wove her way inbetween rows of bookshelves and dividing walls until she found her cubicle.

Three weeks had made it more homey.  She had gotten milk crates for her books and to use as a nightstand for her alarm clock, and even splurged on an inflatable mattress.  The little bellows that came with the mattress was loud and squeaky, but she never needed to deflate it so she had only had to suffer through the noise once.  If she ever needed to pack up, the inflatable mattress would be a lot easier to transport than a normal one.  

Olivia settled down on her bed and opened her sandwich on the lap tray in front of her.  She never watched TV, so she didn’t miss the fact that she didn’t have one, but she was glad a radio came with her alarm clock.  She spent some time listening to classical music while she ate, enjoying the pastrami but, as usual, leaving the crust behind.  She ate the Baked Lays last, as usual, after she had completely finished her sandwich.  She drank half the water and saved the rest.  

After her dinner, Olivia got up and selected another book from the sixth floor of the library.  She went through a book about every two days, then returned it and selected another.  That night she decided to move into a section she had never seen before and select a completely different type of book.  It was an adventure to just pick one off the shelf with no expectations.  Last night it had been science fiction that she finished.  Today she left the sci-fi section and wandered over to the farthest section from her, the one in the corner.  She drew a plain black book from the shelf and walked back downstairs to her room.  

From the first chapter she figured out it was going to be a murder mystery.  Olivia enjoyed those.  She settled in with her feet tucked under the covers and continued to read.  Outside, it had begun to rain, but she was snug and dry in her cubicle, oblivious to the storm and perfectly content.

Olivia slept in the next day, since it was Saturday and the library was closed until noon.  When she woke at last, she rolled over and looked at the alarm clock.  9:30.  It was nice to get a good night’s sleep.

She stood up and stretched, then carried her towel along the corridors of the fifth floor and through the maze of bookshelves until she found the women’s room.  After three weeks it was practically a science.  She hooked up a hand-held shower hose with showerhead to the faucet and let the water run into the sink until hot.  Meanwhile she stripped naked and stood on a few paper towels she had laid down on the floor.  When the water was hot, she leaned over and washed her hair in the sink, taking a break to shampoo, then rinsing.  when that was done she washed each part of her body individually, leaning over the sink for her chest and back, putting one leg at a time into the sink to shave and rinse her legs.  When she was completely washed she turned off the water and dried off with the towel.  The last step was getting dressed and wiping the excess water off the floor with more paper towels.  

Olivia used a hairdryer on the weekends, because there was no one there to hear.  During the week she just let her hair air-dry.  When winter came and that because impossible, she would have to get up early to dry her hair to make sure she didn’t get hairsicles upon walking out the door.  When her hair was dry she ran a brush through it and threw on some clothes from one of the milk crates: jeans and a long-sleeved T-shirt.  Not very fancy but enough for a lazy Saturday.  When she was presentable, Olivia gathered her things and threw her towel over the cubicle wall to dry.  She slipped on socks and tennis shoes and went out for a trip into town.

Before leaving the building, Olivia had a bowl of cereal downstairs in the break room and brushed her teeth in the sink.  She had stashed her travel-sized toothbrush and toothpaste in an empty (washed) can of Spam and tucked them into the back of the cupboard.  Not that location mattered; she couldn’t imagine Spam would be in high enough demand to be stolen.

Once she had finished breakfast, Olivia walked to get her car and drove into town.  The apartment guide came out on Saturday mornings.  She swung into a parking spot (poorly) and sprinted over to the newsstand, where a fat unshaven man was chewing on a cigar and reading the Times.

The apartment guide was free, but this guy (Oscar, she had secretly nicknamed him, for he always smelled like garbage) looked at her every week like she was stealing from his store.  This offended Olivia very much, because even though she was practically homeless, she kept herself very neat and clean.  There wasn’t much that could be done about her perpetually stringy hair or her rather skinny features, but those didn’t make her look too bad (at least she hoped).

Olivia settled down on a bench near the pond to sort through the guide.  She had a highlighter in her pocket and uncapped it hopefully in search of a place.  She read the entire thing cover to cover without finding a single place in her price range.  Olivia tucked the highlighter back into her pocket and tossed the apartment guide into a recycling bin.  Maybe next week something would turn up.

She was surprised to find herself only mildly upset by the lack of apartments.  The first week was devastating.  The second week was heartbreaking.  Last week was upsetting.  This week…only annoying.  And mildly annoying, at that.  There were definite perks about living in a library.  She didn’t pay any bills, and as a result was beginning to accumulate a decent savings account.  She might even be able to afford one of the more expensive apartments if she could live for free for another few months.  There wasn’t much she couldn’t cook in a microwave, and she had access to dozens (or at least a lot, if not dozens) of local restaurants practically within walking distance.  She had a new book to read as fast as she finished them.  And best of all, no one was yelling at her to move on with her life.

When Olivia had sat and pondered enough, she walked over to the Post Office.  She walked up to the counter and smiled at the apathetic-looking woman behind the counter.  “I’d like to set up a P.O. Box,” she said sweetly.  

The woman handed her a form with copies in triplicate and pointed to a desk where she could fill it out.  

“Thanks,” Olivia replied, raising one eyebrow when the woman still didn’t respond.  She filled out the forms and brought them back to the clerk, who then said the first words she had said to Olivia since she had walked in the door.

“That’ll be ten dollars a month,” she said, her voice deep and gravelly and very, very painful to hear.  Olivia suddenly wished she hadn’t given up her silence so easily.

Olivia fished around in her wallet and produced a five and five crumpled one dollar bills.  The woman tucked them into the cash drawer and handed Olivia a key with a card attached to it listing her address.  “Thank you,” the woman said, her voice nails against a chalkboard to Olivia.  She handed her customer the light pink copy of her P.O. Box agreement and went back to looking entirely catatonic. 

The next task on Olivia’s list was to call her mother.  She had put this off for three weeks, hoping it would be easier after a bit of time, but her fingers were still shaking as she dialed the number.

Olivia’s mother picked up after three rings, sounding distracted and irritable as usual.  “Hi, mom,” Olivia said, her voice sounding timid and foreign to her own ears.

“Hello,” her mom said after a minute, recognition lacking from her voice.  Olivia rolled her eyes.

“It’s me, Olivia,” she said, sighing.  

“Olivia!” her mother sounded surprised to say the least.  “How have you been, sweetheart?”

“Actually, I’m just fine.”  She lifted her chin, even though her mother couldn’t see her do so.  “Things couldn’t be better.”

“I’m glad to hear that, dear,” her mother said, hesitating.  “Do you like it out there?  Is it a nice place?”

“It’s very nice, yes.  Thank you.  I’m thrilled to be here.”  She tried to sound thrilled, but it came off more as haughty than thrilled.

“Well, that’s good.”  Her mother paused.  “I must say, I’m surprised I haven’t seen you back here yet.  You can’t possibly like it better there than here.”

“Why not?”  Olivia tried not to raise her voice, but it was difficult.  “What’s so bad about being away from home?”

“Well, dear, you know you’ve never been the independent sort of person.”  Her mother said it as if it was the most natural thing in the world.  “I always figured you’d be married to some local gentleman by now.  Settling in, having a family.  Isn’t that what you want?”

Her mother sounded so sickeningly sweet that Olivia cringed.  “Actually, I prefer to be living on my own,” she replied.  “But when I find that lovely lawyer or banker, I’ll be sure to let you know.”  She couldn’t keep the sarcasm out of her voice.

“Don’t you take that tone with me, young lady,” her mother warned, voice taking on Mother Quality. 

“Sorry.”  Olivia figured it would just be easier if she went along with it.  “Is Dad home?”

“No, he’s at work,” her mother replied.  “Remember, he’s always working the first Saturday of every month.”

“Oh right.  I guess I forgot.”  Olivia sighed, looking around her at the people walking past.  “Listen, I thought I should give you my address.”

“Yes, thank you,” her mother said.  “I need to know where to send the Christmas card.”

Olivia had the urge to reply with something nasty about being removed from the family holidays, but bit her tongue to keep quiet.  She took out the P.O. Box key and read the tag to her mother.  She could hear the ball point pen scribbling, and knew it was going into the pink address book, the one with the little flowers all over it.  Olivia rubbed her forehead.

“Well, if that’s all, I have to go.”  Her mother seemed eager to end the conversation, even though she said, “Keep in touch.  Call if you need anything.”

“I will.”  Olivia paused, listening.  “Yes, I love you too…. mm hmm… okay, yes, goodbye.”  She pushed the “End” button and settled back against the bench, closing her eyes with relief, and hooked the phone onto her belt.  It didn’t go nearly as poorly as she predicted.

3: The Obligatory Mysterious Book 

The seventh floor was silent and still, moonlight streaming in the windows along the western wall.  Olivia padded barefoot along the dusty floor, tiles cool against her feet.  She left the overhead lights off and instead found her way along the rows with a flashlight.  It was almost midnight and she needed a book to read.  Work had kept her awake and she couldn’t unwind without a book.  This was her first time up to the seventh floor and one week since she finished the murder mystery.

The walls forced her to weave around in the bookshelf maze.  She dragged her fingertips along the bindings of the books, looking for something; she didn’t know what.

The books got older as she walked farther toward the back; even older in the circular alcoves at each corner.  Some were in languages she had never seen; she must have stumbled into the foreign books section.  She left that corner and headed for the other side of the floor.  She had just passed a window when a loud “thud” made her jump.  Olivia spun around to see a large black book on the floor behind her where she had just passed.

“Must’ve knocked it down,” she murmured, lifting the heavy book and looking at it.  It was well-preserved, with gold-leaf pages and a shiny brass seal on the cover.  It was obviously old, but it was hardly worn and could be a very nice replica of an older volume.  Olivia looked at her reflection in the mirrored brass.  Her skinny face looked almost full by the distorted effect.  The mirror widened her narrow features, her hair lit from dull mousy brown to a fiery golden.  Her eyes looked bright, cheerful, surprised.

Without opening the book, she found herself carrying it back down two flights of stairs to the fifth floor.  It was heavy in her arms.  She balanced the flashlight on the top edge of the book to allow herself to use both hands to carry the volume back through the main lobby down the corridors to her cubicle nestled in the far edge of the fifth floor.  Olivia sat down on her bed, which made a sort of squeak as the air was relocated, and set the book down in front of her.  She just looked at it for a minute, entranced by the face staring back at her, before she peeled back the front cover and turned to the title page.

“Basic Potions and Spells: The Sorcerer’s Handbook.”  She read it out loud.  “Must be another murder mystery,” she thought, fingering the worn page and the black text across the middle.  There was no publishing house listed, no date, no authors, just the title.  She turned two blank pages before she reached the table of contents.

“Introduction: A History of Practical Sorcery.”  She turned to the first page and began to read silently to herself.

The practical use of sorcery has been a topic long questioned in these days of modern medicine.  Few even believe in the ancient arts; fewer still practice them.  Sorcery has begun to diminish as a practical study for all with the right qualities and has become a study for the elite, a study of the life powers present in each living being, but restricted to the few.

Once, sorcery was the remedy of the masses.  Every family had a sorcerer or sorceress relative; it was a disgrace to be without any ties to the magical.  Gradually, over time, the children of the greatest sorcerers no longer wanted to practice the arts.  They began seeking professions elsewhere, in the mortal world.  This continued for generations, until the magic-makers that are left are few and far between.

Let this book guide you, magic-seeker.  If you have the gift, you will find a world within.  The book searches for those it wants, and it has chosen you.

Olivia stared at the page for longer than it took to read it at least a dozen times.  Each time seemed more puzzling than the last.  She had obviously found someone’s old practical joke, or a realistic fantasy book that sought to draw the reader into a world of demons and goblins.  She turned the page to read on, at last, but the next page was empty.

As was the next, and the one after that.  In fact, the entire book was empty.  Olivia leafed through it in disbelief, but only the introduction existed.  She read it once more, then shut the book and set it beside her bed.  “Stupid book,” she murmured to herself before drawing the covers up to her chin and falling into a restful sleep.

Olivia nearly forgot about the book in the flurry of papers she had to correct.  Mid-terms.  She had given them the option of writing about anything they chose, on any work of the semester, and most of them looked at her like she had two heads.

“Anything we want?” Seymour had asked, dumbfounded.

“Anything,” Olivia had said, smiling, before dismissing them.

Now, piled on her desk, were the results of that anything.  Eleven papers, each one 4 – 6 pages long, double-spaces, 12 point Arial font.  Not bad.

They were even pretty good essays.  Olivia found herself reading sections to her officemates.  Esther was particularly impressed with Jane’s essay on the use of color in The Great Gatsby.

“It’s been done,” whined Herman.

“Of course it’s been done,” said Olivia exasperated.  “These are Freshmen.  They aren’t going to come up with stuff no one’s ever done before in critical history.”

Herman just shrugged and went back to organizing the filing cabinet.

Andrew had written a very intelligent essay on the supernatural as it related to a short fiction piece Olivia had handed out early in September.  Reading the essay brought Olivia’s mystery book back into her consciousness.  She tried to forget about it, but she couldn’t forget the line “the book chooses who it wants.”  First of all, because the grammar was incorrect (should be “whom it wants,” she thought), but mainly because that inferred she was chosen.  Was she chosen?  Was this book somehow connected with her housing predicament?  Was someone trying to leave her a message?

Olivia lied to the others and said she felt light-headed and needed to go lay down.  She gathered up her materials into her black shoulder bag and left the office with her find on the strange dark book lying next to her bed.

The library was fairly busy in the late afternoon, what with midterms looming.  Olivia was unnoticed as she climbed the marble steps into the library and took the elevator with several other people.  She got off at the fifth floor.  There were two people wandering around, but Olivia’s cubicle was set so far back on the floor that she knew no one would find it.  She made sure no one saw her as she ducked behind the bookshelves and dividing wall into her cubicle and grabbed the heavy book.

The library fell silent, pensive all of a sudden, almost as if it held its breath.  Olivia certainly held hers as she opened the book again.

The introduction was still there, and the page beyond it was still blank.  And the one beyond that.  But as she leafed through the rest, she saw a page written on that hadn’t been there last night, or at least that she hadn’t noticed.  She found the page and opened to it, dry pages crackling as she set it down in front of her.

The plain black ink was hand-written into words sprawling across the page.  The title read “Basic Telekinesis: Connecting the Internal World to the External World.”  

Olivia leaned closer and pored over the page, reading how it claimed she could connect her mind to a physical object.  She read the page twice, both sides, and finally read the “For Review” exercises at the bottom.  It was like she was a fourth grader again, doing her homework from the Scholastic Reader books.

“Try and roll a pencil across a flat surface.”  Olivia read the challenge aloud.  She eyed her bag and pulled a yellow #2 pencil out and set it on the floor.  She read the instructions aloud, quietly, after completing the breathing exercises they suggested for preparation.  “‘Place one hand flat pointing in the direction of the object to be moved.’ Right, okay.”  She did as directed.  “ ‘Slide the hand toward the pencil while saying in a clear voice, ‘Move.’  Oh, well, this is ridiculous.”  She read a footnote.  “ ‘Use of the word ‘Move’ is optional.’  Well thank goodness.”  She looked hard at the pencil laying innocently on the floor and slid her hand toward it, concentrating intently.

The pencil just lay there.

Olivia sighed, then tried it again.  Still nothing happened.

Exasperated, she tried one more time, this time saying “Move” very softly.  The pencil ignored her.

“Well, I didn’t read anything in the introduction about this,” she complained, flipping back to the Intro.  To her surprise, it had changed completely.

As you begin taking your first steps in the magical arts, remember that your teacher knows at what pace you will learn.  You will not receive a new lesson until you have completed the old.  Until you acquire the skill, your lesson will be presented to you in many different ways until you can gain the mastery required of your level.

As you proceed, you may find new teachers.  Seek out the wisdom of others and your studies will carry you far.  Best of luck.

“I see,” Olivia said, raising an eyebrow at the book.  “Guess I had better learn to move this pencil.”

The pencil was quite persistent in sitting still for the next half hour.  Olivia’s tactics had become rather sloppy, and her voice was being gradually raised to a level at which it would be difficult not to alert the library that she was asking someone or something to move, and not asking them very nicely, either.  After the disappointment made her slam the book shut, she decided it was time to quit for the time being.  It was all probably a load of horse hockey, anyway, but it never hurt to try something new and it was entertaining.  Up until it got annoying, that is, and at that point Olivia tossed the pencil back into her bag.  

The air had gotten much colder with the onset of Fall, and she needed a light jacket to keep her warm as the leaves swirled about her in the cool breeze.  It was going to be too cold soon to walk into town.  For Autumn, though, the weather was fine and the walk was crisp and refreshing.

Olivia just couldn’t get that book out of her mind.  It had enchanted her somehow.  She was lost in her own thoughts the entire way into town.  

Before she knew it, she was at the counter of the deli.  Amy was there, as usual, wiping her hands on her dark green apron.  “Hi, Olivia,” she said, snapping Olivia out of her daze.

“Hi, Amy,” Olivia said, leaning on the counter.

“The usual?” she asked, searching for the bread.

“Yes.  Only I’d rather take it for here than to go.”  Olivia watched as Amy whipped up her sandwich and chips.  The girl was a hard worker.  Pity she wasn’t in Olivia’s class.

“Here you go,” she said, smiling, as Olivia handed her the money.  Olivia took a seat at a round table near the window, looking out on downtown.  Her sandwich tasted better than usual since it hadn’t been carried around in a bag for an hour.  She looked around the deli, at the people eating, having conversations, and out of the corner of her eye saw Amy drop a pencil off the counter.  It hit the tile floor and went rolling toward Olivia, stopping just out of arm’s reach.

“Can you get that when you get a chance?” Amy asked, turning to serve another customer.

“Sure.”  Olivia paused, biting her lip.  The lesson would be repeated until it was learned.  She pressed her hand flat on the table and slid it toward the pencil, whispering “Move,” through clenched teeth.  The pencil just lay there on the floor.  Olivia tried again, this time pulling her hand back towards herself and trying to draw the pencil back with her.

She thought she saw it wiggle, but that could’ve just been hope.

A few customers had turned to see why she hadn’t moved yet, absentminded neighborly curiosity, so Olivia pretended to just finish chewing and got up to return the pencil to Amy.  “Failed again,” she murmured to herself.  She was obviously doomed to remain on Lesson One of Sorcery forever.

Not that she believed any of it, of course.  She was perfectly willing to accept that it was a bunch of hooey that she was merely fooling around with to amuse herself.  She could attribute the changing Introduction to her tiredness the first night, or someone could be playing a nasty trick on her and switching her blank book for one that was written in.  There were any number of logical conclusions to explain the odd occurrences of the fifth floor lately.

Olivia refused to bother herself any more with it that evening.  She was going to enjoy her dinner and go for a nice walk in the park before night fell.  The pencil dilemma would resolve itself in time, and she had devoted far too much effort already.  She made a conscious decision to think no more on it and instead chose to focus on the tangy taste of the pastrami on rye.

The next day it happened.  Olivia was sitting in class, learning about the American Women’s Movement and its impact on literature, when her pen rolled off the desk and went skittering across the floor.  Everyone else was absorbed in the lecture, so she absentmindedly flicked her fingers at the pen.

It spun completely around in place on the floor.

Olivia’s eyes widened, and she glanced around to see if anyone else noticed.  No one had.  She tried it again, this time quickly drawing her fingers into her palm.  The pen scooted an inch closer to her chair.  She could hardly contain her excitement.  American Women as a whole were completely forgotten.  She knew she couldn’t bring the pen the entire way back to her chair by sorcery, so she got up and picked it up off the floor.  Professor Brommell kept lecturing, squinting her narrow eyes at her own notes on the chalkboard, unaware that one of her students was defying the laws of physics before her very eyes.

4: Telekinesis and Harold 

Olivia was tempted to skip her office hours, but she knew Seymour would be coming in to talk about his paper.  He had gotten a low B, actually a very good grade, but wanted to know more about her comments.  That was a good sign.  Maybe he wanted to improve.

She sat impatiently, tapping her fingers on the desk, while Herman complained about his day.  She was tempted to try and knock his chair over but knew that she had only worked with pencils and pens so far.  Chairs would probably be a different story.  She imagined the way he would spill out onto the floor, looking indignant, his nasal voice raised in an offended yelp.  It was interesting enough to make her smile.

Seymour arrived three minutes late, looking breathless.  Olivia spoke with him for about fifteen minutes, explaining her comments, showing him some ways he could have improved his paper.  He seemed to take her advice seriously, even thanked her when they were through.  When he left she felt rather positive about how the meeting had gone.

She was just packing up her things to leave when she noticed a tall gentleman standing in the doorway.  He was about her age, dark hair, looking at the third desk. 

“Esther isn’t coming in, is she?” he asked Olivia.

“No, not that I know of,” she replied, confused for a moment.  

“I’m Harold,” he said with a grin.  “Harold Black.  I see we share this office.”

“Yes!” she exclaimed.  “I can’t believe it’s been over a month and we’ve never crossed paths.”

“I usually work here at night and in the early mornings,” he explained.  “I think you’re here mid-afternoon.”

“Yes, I am.  Oh, I’m Olivia.  Olivia Peabody.”

“Pleasure to meet you, Olivia,” Harold greeted her, walking over to the desk and dropping his heavy bag on top of it.  Without another word of greeting, he sank into the chair and took out papers to grade.

Not paying any more attention to Harold, Olivia gathered her papers and rushed out the door.  All thoughts were forgotten except the book of sorcery.  She raced over to the library and dashed up five flights of stairs rather than take the elevator.  She wove her way to the back room and plopped down on the bed, pulling the book onto her lap.  She opened up to the new, revised Introduction and began reading.

The most crucial step of sorcery is deciding it’s possible.  Once a person with the gift realizes that he held an incorrect view of the world, he opens himself to the possibilities limited only by his imaginations.  He has the ability to work miracles, to heal, to befriend, to change the world.  This gift is not to be taken lightly.  It is to be approached one step at a time, and only with proper guidance.

After the initial testing phase, the student must seek an instructor.  An master, so to speak, to which he can apprentice himself.  It is only at this point that he can truly further his studies.

Olivia looked up from the book.  A master?  She, apprenticed to a sorcerer?  It was too strange.  What, did this book think: that sorcerers just applied in the Classifieds to seek apprentices?  She shook her head.  Maybe this was all crazy.  She hadn’t gotten a lot of sleep lately; maybe she was hallucinating.  Or someone had kicked her pen.  She took out a pencil and set it down.  She flicked her fingers at it, trying NOT to concentrate too hard (because that was what had worked), and watched it skitter across the floor.  She was still as amazed as the first time.  She drew it closer, pushed it away, and slowly spun it using her fingertips tracing circles in the air.  It was fascinating.  Olivia found herself forgetting the book, forgetting the apprentice idea, and watching a plain #2 yellow pencil loop aimlessly across the dusty tile.  She rested her chin in her hand and lifted her finger, not at all surprised as the pencil lifted and hovered in midair, a tiny butterfly floating above a flower, poised for flight.  She moved it around in the air, tracing a symphony with her hand in the air, conducting the orchestra as the pencil danced lightly over her bed.

Olivia wanted to move onto bigger objects, so she opened the book and leafed through to see if any other page had been written on.  It appeared there were no other new additions to the book.  Disappointed, she went to the old page of telekinesis instructions and reread it.  At the bottom, she saw that there were actually two exercises; she had missed one.  Olivia read it.  The instructions were to practice telekinesis with other objects, but no people or living things.

Excited, her gaze darted about the room.  She settled on her alarm clock ticking on the milk crate nightstand behind her.  She focused on it, not too hard, and then dashed her hand to the side and watched it topple over onto her bed.  Then Olivia raised it with one finger, rotated it 180°, and dropped it back onto the nightstand.  She was practically giddy with the excitement.  

When Olivia had taken the time to move everything in the room at least once, she collapsed back onto the bed in sheer joy.  This feeling of freedom, of happiness, was unlike anything she had every experienced.  She was a sorcerer.  She had some gift, some je ne sais quoi that others lacked.  She could do magical things.  She could make miracles.

These were the thoughts on her mind from that moment until the time she fell asleep.

It was tempting to use her new-found powers wherever she went, but Olivia knew she had no right to interfere with anyone else.  It was difficult to restrain herself, however, especially when she found herself wishing she could tip the filing cabinet over onto whiny Herman or drop a book off the top shelf of the bookcase onto his head.  She didn’t hate him, per se, but she knew how incredibly satisfying it would be to make him just shut up for once.  It was more and more miserable to spend time in the office.

She had a little reprieve when he went to lunch one day, but just as she started to think she would have the office to herself for an hour Harold walked in.  His hair was unkempt, and he looked like he hadn’t slept a wink.

“Rough night?” she asked, smiling.

“You could say that.”  He collapsed into the chair in front of his desk and put his forehead in his hands.  He rubbed the heels of his hands into his eyes and sighed.

“Want me to put on a pot of coffee?” Olivia asked him, slightly concerned.

“Sure,” he said, apathetically, running a hand through his hair and shuffling around some papers aimlessly on his desk.

“What happened?” she asked, filling the coffee pot in the corner with water from the gallon jug on the bottom shelf.  She scooped out the grounds into the filter and flicked the switch to turn the pot on.  It started gurgling immediately.

“Well, in the place where I live, they turned on the heaters last night.  Damn thing creaked and groaned all night long.  Couldn’t sleep a wink.  It was terrible.”  He moaned and shook his head to clear it.  “I have all these papers to correct, too.”

Olivia leaned against the bookshelf and brushed her hair behind her ears, pushing her glasses up on the bridge of her nose.  She studied him slouched there.

“I can help, if you want,” she offered, and regretted the words almost as soon as they left her mouth.  She, help him?  It was ridiculous.  She had enough of her own work to do.

“No, that’s okay.”  He pulled the stack of papers from his briefcase along with a pair of silver-framed reading glasses which he perched on the bridge of his nose.  Olivia tipped her head to the side.  He looked familiar somehow.

“Are you in any of my classes?” she asked, puzzled.

“Not that I know of,” he murmured, taking a moment to scribble some notes in the margin of the paper.

Olivia went back to her desk to organize it.  She really didn’t have any place to be, so she was just bored and wanted something to do.  She looked over at Harold’s desk.  He was concentrating so hard…she felt sorry for him.  He needed a diversion.

She couldn’t resist temptation.  Olivia wiggled her fingers and tipped the pencil cup over on his desk.

He stood it back up and dropped the pencils one by one into it.  She was disappointed.  He hardly looked up from his paper.  She wondered briefly if she could control a pencil enough to write with it, but then thought better of trying it.  Disastrous things could result: would Harold really be apt not to notice a pencil floating in midair?  It was going to be very difficult to be normal.

Eventually, discouraged, Olivia left the office with a casual “bye” tossed over her shoulder.  She was halfway out the door when she heard him call after her.  

“Wait a minute,” he said, sticking his head out the door.  “Aren’t you at least going to have a cup of coffee?”

She smiled slightly and walked back down the long empty hallway to the room at the end.  She had almost forgotten about the coffee.  Olivia pulled her mug off the bookshelf, a chipped “Mind the Gap” mug her best friend had bought her while in London.  The coffee was dark and strong, just the way she liked it, and she lightened it up with a teaspoon of sugar and some non-dairy creamer.  Harold took his black.  She had to admire him for that: her coffee would take the paint off your car.

“How long have you lived in the area?” Harold asked, leaving the papers on his desk and cradling his plain green mug inbetween strong-looking hands.  Olivia caught herself staring at them as he spoke, looking at the well-groomed fingernails and broad fingers.  They didn’t look like they spent all day typing at a keyboard.

“Since a week before school started,” she replied, sipping the coffee.  It burned all the way down.

“Really?  I imagine it was hard finding a place to stay.”  He took a big swig and grimaced slightly as he swallowed.

“Not really,” she lied.  “I, um, found a little place close by.  It wasn’t advertised, so it was still available.”  It was the truth, in a mixed-up way.

“Really.”  It wasn’t a question when he said it, and the way he looked at her through those dark eyes made it seem like he knew all her secrets.  “I’ve been several years now.  Did undergraduate work right here in Harbiton.”  

“Where are you living?” she asked, then paused, blushing.  “I didn’t mean that like it sounded.  I’m just curious.”

“Oh, I’m not too far, either.”  He smiled slightly, somehow conveying the idea that his ambiguity was perfectly normal.  

Olivia looked down into her cup, the steam fogging on her glasses.  The coffee swirled lazily in the cup.  “Where are you going after this?” she asked as she took another sip.

“I’m not sure,” he replied, thoughtful.  “I did a lot of traveling after high school.  Took a two-year stint in the Navy.  Maybe I’ll travel again.”

“That explains your hands,” she said automatically, then stopped, embarrassed to be caught noticing such an intimate detail.

“What about my hands?” he asked, looking at the back of one as he held the mug in his other.  

“Nothing offensive,” she said quickly.  “It’s just that you don’t have hands like a writer.”

“You mean like Herman?”  Harold smiled, and Olivia felt relief flood her body.

“You can’t stand him either?” she squeaked.  “Oh, God, I thought I was the only one!  Well, actually, I know Esther does things to piss him off, but I thought it was just us, at least.”

“I have nothing against Herman,” Harold said mildly, an inscrutable half-smile on his lips.  “He has an H name and those aren’t too common among men.”  He finished his coffee with a swig more suited to downing a pint of ale than Olivia’s hot coffee.  “But,” he said after a pregnant pause, “I would not object if they decided to move him to another office.” 

They laughed together, feeling instantly like old friends.  “I can’t help it,” she said.  “I feel like I’ve met you before.”  She shook her head to clear it.  “Anyway…oh, yes, your work with the Navy probably got you accustomed to outdoor work..”

“Hence the hands,” he finished.  “Well, actually, I do landscape architecture in my spare time.  That keeps me outdoors and busy at least three seasons out of the year.”

“Then why English?”  Olivia set her mug on the desk behind her and leaned forward in her chair, elbows resting on her knees.

“I like it,” he said simply.  “I’ve always been a writer.”

“Ah, see, I’ve always been a reader.”  She pushed her glasses back up on her nose.  “I’ve been reading since I was three.  Always a nose buried in a book.  I tend to limit my writing to papers.”  She smiled, folded her hands and rested her chin on them.  “What do you write?”

“Fiction mostly,” he replied.  “Some poetry.  I just write whenever I can.”

“That’s really great.  Is that what you want to do after grad school, or do you want to continue the landscape architecture business?”

“I’m not sure,” he confessed.  “Honestly, I like both.  I don’t think teaching is right for me.  Maybe I’ll do the landscape architecture and write on the side.”

“Maybe that’d be best.  It’ll work itself out in time.”  Olivia felt sheepish about her own past.  She had never joined the Navy or sailed around the world.  She had lived at home for 27 years on 15 Cobalt Lane and had never lived anywhere else.  Now, she finally broke away, and she found herself homeless and living in the library.  It wasn’t what one would call the ideal existence.

“So what’s your story?” he asked, settling back in his chair.

“Well….” she paused, unsure what to tell him.  “I lived at home for most of my life.  Then I moved out when I was far too old to live at home, and I moved here.  That’s pretty much my story.”

“What do you want to do after you graduate?” he asked, dark eyes bright and inquisitive.

“I always thought I wanted to be a teacher,” she replied.  “Now, though, things have happened to me recently and I’m not so sure.”

“I see,” he replied, nodding as if he understood.  He couldn’t possibly understand, though.  No one could possibly understand.  He wasn’t trying to resolve magic into a non-magical world.  Olivia sighed, folding her arms across her chest.  She was suddenly aware that he was watching her, studying her.  She was painfully conscious of her stringy hair, her horn-rimmed glasses, her plain and nondescript facial features.  She wasn’t even wearing anything flattering.  A pair of old pants and a plain blue blouse.

“Listen, um,” she started to say when the conversation lagged.  “I should really get going.  I need to take care of some things.”

“Okay.”  Was she mistaken, or was that disappointment in his eyes?  She tried to ignore it.  “I’ll be here tomorrow…err, Monday.”  She had forgotten that it was Friday.

“Listen, do you want to catch a movie with me tomorrow night?” 

Olivia almost fell over when he asked.  “Umm…sure,” she said, trying not to appear too eager.  

“Where should I pick you up?” he asked.  

She froze.  “Well…” she stalled, racking her brain.  “Oh.  Well, I need to take care of some things at the library tomorrow afternoon, so why don’t you pick me up straight from there?”   She mentally applauded her quick thinking.  

“Okay.  So I’ll swing by about 5?”

“Sure.”  She smiled, trying not to beam.  She could count the number of dates she had had on one hand.  “I’ll be there.”

Olivia practically raced back to the library, skipping and jogging along, her breath puffing out in front of her like wisps of steam.  The library was still open, so she just went in the front door and caught the elevator going up.  She got out at five and wove her way to the far back corner where her little apartment stood waiting.

Olivia collapsed down on her air mattress, euphoric.  She was going out to a movie with Harold.  A date!  She had a date.  She had to tell Esther.

She dialed the number on her cell phone.  Esther picked up after a few rings.

“Esther?”

“Yeah?”

“It’s Olivia.  What are you doing tonight?  We have to go shopping.”

5: Dinner and a Movie
“I can’t believe it,” Esther squeaked as she sipped down her iced mocha latte.  Her curly hair was close to her scalp in tiny ringlets from the humidity.  Olivia lounged back in her seat, smiling smugly, feeling like an absolute princess.  She had already found an outfit, a cute dress.

“I know.  I’m pretty excited.”  Olivia stirred the straw around in her iced tea.  Decaf: she had already had far too much caffeine that day.  “I can’t wait.”

“Do you know what he’s taking you to see?”

Olivia shook her head.  “And I don’t care, either.”

“He’s a good looking one, for an English grad student,” Esther said, examining her mauve fingernails.  “I’ll be lucky if I find someone like Herman.”

They both laughed at that.  “That’s not funny,” Olivia said after a few minutes, still chuckling.  “We both know he probably wouldn’t be interested in us anyway.  I think he plays for the other team.”

“Well if that’s true,” Esther replied, “I really feel sorry for the other gay men who will have to deal with him.”

After their drinks, they left the little café in the mall and wandered over to a salon.  “Do you want to get your hair done?” 

“It’ll get completely messed up before tomorrow,” Olivia sighed. 

“Well…” Esther paused.  “Maybe a cut?”

There was a bit of hinting in her voice that wasn’t lost of Olivia.  She knew her hair wasn’t very exciting. 

“I’m afraid I’ll look too eager,” she argued.  “Showing up in a new outfit with a brand new haircut?”

“He doesn’t know it’s new,” Esther pleaded.  “He’ll just notice how wonderful you look.”

Her friend’s endearing smile was enough to make Olivia cave.

“Okay, fine,” she said, sighing.  She walked into the salon.

The woman behind the counter was blowing bubble gum and tapping something into the computer with long, well-manicured fingernails.  “Can I help you?” she asked without looking up.

“Yes,” Esther jumped in.  “My friend here would like a wash and cut.”

“Stylist preference?” Receptionist-woman asked. 

“Anyone,” Olivia replied.  

“Mary Ann can see you in just a few minutes.”

They took a seat, where Esther settled herself into a chair and began flipping through stylist books.  She “ooh”ed and “aah”ed over a few haircuts that were all very bold and daring, none of which would look good on Olivia.  Finally a woman in her mid-thirties came around from the styling area, wiping her hands on a towel.  She looked kind, and she had an amazing haircut.  Olivia trusted her instantly.  Never trust a stylist with bad hair, Esther had whispered to her many times.

“Olivia?” Mary Ann asked, extending her hand.  “Nice to meet you.  Why don’t you come on back here.”

“So what is it you want?” Mary Ann asked while she shampooed Olivia’s hair.

“Well…something different, I suppose,” Olivia replied.  “It’s kind of boring right now.  And it doesn’t look very good on me.”

“Mmmm,” Mary Ann said.  “Let’s see what we can do, shall we?”

She got Olivia over to the stylist chair and wrapped her with a towel and the apron.  “You have a very long face,” she said objectively.  “You need something to widen your features a little.  Draw attention to the width of your face rather than the length.  I think you would look good with some shorter layers, maybe take your hair up to about this level,” she demonstrated with her hands, “and fill in around with some fullness.  You also have a high forehead and would look good with bangs.”

“Sure,” Olivia said, beginning to feel definitely out of her element.  Esther, for all her hair problems with the weather, was definitely more beauty-conscious than Olivia.  

Mary Ann snipped and layered in a flurry, chatting with Olivia about school and work and the weather, her hands hummingbird’s wings as they flittered over her hair.  Olivia just watched length after length disappear, the long stringy brown beginning to take a nicer shape.

“Have you thought about highlights?” Mary Ann asked, pausing suddenly.  “Your hair would look amazing with some gold highlights.”

“Umm…sure.”  Olivia panicked, wondering what she was going to come out like.  Mary Ann spun her chair around right as it was taking shape and began highlighting her hair with the little tinfoil papers.  

“Now these have to set,” she reprimanded, wiping her hands.  “I’ll be back soon to make sure they’re all coming along as they should be.

Esther took that opportunity to dash over from the waiting area.  “Oh, Olivia, it’s going to be just beautiful!” she gushed.  “I’m so excited for you.”

“Thanks,” Olivia said weakly.

Eventually it was time for everything to be rinsed and dried and styled.  Mary Ann worked diligently, combing and blow-drying and styling.  Olivia was afraid to watch, but at last the hairdryer shut off and Esther let out an audible gasp.

She opened first one eye, then the other, and was shocked not to recognize the girl in the mirror.  She put her glasses back on and studied herself.  Mary Ann grinned in the background.  Olivia’s hair was soft and lightly framing her face, the longest layers just brushing her chin.  She had wispy bangs across her forehead.  The gold highlights lightened her hair quite a bit, giving it a texture and definition she hardly recognized.  The haircut did make her skinny nose and lips appear fuller and more vibrant.  She started smiling and couldn’t stop.

Esther gushed about how fabulous Olivia looked while she paid the gum-chewing receptionist.  She winced as she wrote the check, for it was for a good portion of her paycheck, but she still left Mary Ann a nice tip.  Who needed sorcery with such skill? Olivia wondered.

They bid adieu at the end of the evening.  Esther asked just to be dropped off in town, saying she needed to pick up a few things before she went home.  Olivia drove back to the library with a light heart.  She almost drove into a pole looking at herself in the rear view mirror.  Olivia sneaked in the service entrance to the library and dashed up the metal spiraling staircase that led up the library.  She was tired when she reached the fifth floor but she still dashed over to the bathroom to admire herself in the mirror.  She had never felt so vain.  It was a nice change.

Olivia returned to her room and sat down on her bed, pulling the book of sorcery into her lap and staring into the brass medallion on the cover once more.  This time the person in it looked like she did in real life.  That was refreshing.  

She looked to her right and focused on a pile of papers she had stacked in the corner next to the milk-crate furniture.  Maybe this would be a good opportunity to test her fine-motor telekinesis skills.  She wiggled her fingers at the pile, causing all the papers to slide over onto the floor.  Olivia tried again, this time focusing on one single paper a third of the way down in the pile.  She tried to lift it, and the entire top third of the pile came up too.  She let her hand fall, and the papers scattered all over the floor.  Exasperated, Olivia pinched her thumb and forefinger together and imagined sliding that one paper out from the middle of the pile.  It slid out slowly, and she raised it in the air and floated it over to hover right above the bed.  Triumphant, Olivia then decided to see if she could manipulate it further.  Raising her other hand, she imagined grabbing the opposite corners and drawing them together.  She folded the paper in half.  She was just trying to crease the fold when the paper dropped to the bed.  She was a little disappointed, but not by much.  

Olivia opened the book again and turned to the introduction.  She was not too surprised to see that it had changed again.

Once a person discovers the gift in himself, it is easy to become distracted by the potential for magic to enhance everyday events.  Sorcery, as every practitioner will find, is much more than wiggling fingers and casting spells.  There is much that can be learned from a book such as this one, but much more that can be learned from other sorcerers.  

Surprisingly enough, there are sorcerers in everyday life.  There are sorcerers who both practice their powers and those who are ignorant of their potential; sorcerers who are good and sorcerers who are evil.  (Which is a topic to be discussed at great length later on in training.)  Some have found a master and some wander aimlessly in their lives to find one.

As you continue on your very personal quest into the world of sorcery, remember that the master chooses the apprentice, rather than the other way around.  There is a very old saying that when the pupil is ready, the master will appear.  Have you given yourself time to make yourself worthy of that master?  
Olivia closed the book, her papers forgotten.  What had she been doing, really?  Hadn’t she been casting little spells and moving objects?  But what else could she do?  The book had taught her nothing new.

She flipped through the book until she found the telekinesis page.  It was the same as it had been, so she flipped on.  About a third of the way past that, she found a new page.  This one was entitled “Potions and Charms: Stage One.”

We have access to many powerful aids to sorcery in our everyday lives.  We are surrounded by a living ,breathing nature that has the power to heal or to kill.  Before we can begin any sort of spell-casting or potion-mixing, we must have a working familiarity with the agents of magic surrounding us.
(Here the book had several pages of diagrams of various plants and roots, all with names and descriptions.  Olivia read through them in order.)

Dellibum Darnium: This tuber is a member of the potato family.  Commonly grown as a medicinal root, the darnium is known to heal cuts and scrapes of mild to moderate severity.  It is one of the easiest plants to recognize, because it turns purple when ripe.  Sorcerers commonly grind them and mix them with other ingredients into a thick paste to cover the wound.

Draco Dente: The “tooth of the dragon” is a sharp-edged leaf used to dull sensation.  When the tough exterior is peeled back, it reveals a milky white inner core that can be rubbed vigorously on the wound to deaden nerves.  Although usually used with benevolent intentions, the draco dente is sometimes mixed with hornsroot to produce a violent stinging sensation which has often proven useful in extracting confessions from prisoners.

Olivia read through the four pages of basic herbs and roots with moderate interest.  She didn’t recognize any of the plants, but was sure that they grew around campus somewhere.  Then again, if not, the Herbology department probably had them on hand.  After the introduction (which was more of a daily lesson than an introduction, anyway), she was likely to believe there were sorcerers running around every department in the campus.

The potions and spells section didn’t go into any detail about concocting any of the spells, but she wasn’t surprised.  The lessons seemed to go very slowly.  She reached the last page of the section and turned the page, fully expecting there to be another blank sheet of parchment waiting there for her.

Instead, she saw a hand-written note that made her heart almost stop beating.

If you’re ready to learn sorcery, you need more than a book.  Meet me at the chapel Monday morning at dawn.
Olivia stared at the words for a full five minutes, wondering what they could mean.  Someone obviously knew she was there, and took the time to go through the book.  Who could it be?  Someone who was playing a mean trick on her?  She was sweating.  She knew, moving in there, that she couldn’t live there forever, but she didn’t expect someone to find her so quickly.  It was such an old library; hardly anyone used it at all.

After controlling her breathing, Olivia realized that she was probably in no danger.  The worst that could happen was that she would be thrown out of the library, in which case, she would go back to the hotel for a few nights and run down a few more old people with her bags.  Anyone who wanted to track her down could just look for her name plastered all over all her things, or sit on her comfy little air mattress and wait for her to return.  They didn’t have to wait for Monday morning to catch her at the chapel.

Which meant…someone was out there.  Some other sorcerer.  Olivia’s heart was beating faster, now with excitement.  Maybe she was worthy of being an apprentice.  Who was her master?  Was someone living on campus who was capable of being a master of sorcery?  No one she knew, certainly.  She thought of Herman momentarily and had to take a few minutes to laugh at the absurdity of the thought.  Of course she wouldn’t know them.  But maybe he (or she) knew her… had been watching her…through some sort of sorcerer device.  What, did they use crystal balls?  Mirrors?  Spells or potions in cauldrons?  It was absurd.  Almost as absurd as she, a twenty-something graduate student, moving pencils across the floor during class or folding paper in midair.  

That was absurd.

Olivia went to bed at an early hour, even though she knew she would have a hard time falling asleep.  She lay awake, the book at her side, no longer feeling as safe and protected as when she knew no one had been in her cubicle.  She was being ridiculous, of course, because she could certainly defend herself.  Maybe she could throw pencils at them with her mind, a notion which was vaguely funny in the visual picture it gave her.  She smiled up in the darkness, imagining that she could fling various sharp objects at her burglar, sending him scurrying down the corridors of the library and dashing down the spiraling staircase.  Which was just as strange, because she knew it wasn’t a burglar…it had to be some other sorcerer…

She mulled these questions over in her mind for a long time before finally, exhausted, she dropped off into sleep.

Olivia woke up as soon as the first rays of sunlight peeked over the walls of her cubicle and shone into her eyes.  She winced, tugging the blankets up to her chin, trying to block out the light, but it was no use.  The approaching winter had made the sun rise in a direct path with her window.  Her window being, of course, the window that stretched from floor to ceiling behind the wall of her cubicle.  She finally called the attempt at further sleep futile and got up.

She didn’t shower, because she knew that she would want to shower that afternoon before her date.  The excitement of the previous evening’s discovery had almost made her forget about her date.  She smiled to herself and used a small mirror to examine her new haircut, flattened into a nearly unrecognizable state but still beautiful after her previous scraggly mane.  She pulled on some sweats and decided that, sun shining as it was, it would be a beautiful day to go running.

Olivia didn’t run much, that much was certain.  She had tried to make a habit of it, but the truth was, she didn’t like it all that much.  As she jogged down the sidewalks through campus, she was reminded of how much she really didn’t like the sport.  She didn’t like the way she always felt out of breath, even though she was breathing as she was supposed to.  

This morning, though, it was tolerable, what with the autumn nip in the air.  The first frost had laid the grass with crunchy layers of ice and painted patterns in the windows of the buildings.  She jogged along past the chapel, the old gray monstrosity that she would be visiting in two days’ time.  

She ran for what could only be a few miles, pleased that she was still in good shape even though she didn’t exercise nearly as much as she was supposed to.  When she finally arrived back at the library, the sun was higher in the sky and burning off the morning frost from the grass.  She lightly jogged to the back of the library and slipped in the service entrance, then back up to the fifth floor by elevator.  She had, after all, just gone running.  She could afford to take the elevator.

The sun had lit her cubicle to a nice amber morning glow, and Olivia changed out of her running clothes into some lounging clothes.  She stopped into the bathroom to rinse off before getting dressed, at least remove the top layer of sweat and wash her face.  She would get a better shower later that afternoon.

Olivia lounged around for about an hour before deciding that she should really get out and walk through town.  She drove this time, since she had had enough exercise for the day, and parked outside the local drug store.  She walked until she came to the little yellow kiosk with the apartment guides inside; they had already put the new one in so she snatched up a copy and carried it over to the coffee shop.  It had grown far too cold to sit out in the park and read, so she was forced to make her Saturday morning ritual indoors.

Olivia sat over a cup of coffee in the little shop and leafed through, only mildly interested.  She wasn’t even sure she wanted to move, now that she was so settled.  Granted, it would be nice to have a shower, but she was living rent-free and could barely be bothered to have a landlord.  It was only fear for the future that made her sit through the entire magazine and search – albeit halfheartedly – for the apartment that would be right for her.

She was embarrassed to find herself more than mildly relieved when she didn’t find it.

After her cup of coffee, Olivia ate a sandwich and walked back to her car.  She had a date that night, and wondered briefly if she should buy makeup or something equally feminine.  She decided to go inside, just to check, and see if there was something she needed.

Olivia stopped at the general feminine aisle.  There were about five hundred shades of lipstick, and since she had never bought one, she couldn’t say she knew what to look for.  She had one tube of lipstick that her best friend’s mom had bought her in ninth grade, a plum color that had looked all right but was too dark to wear with her usual attire (then, it was jeans and t-shirts).  She thought maybe a mild foundation would be okay, and bought a neutral shade.  

“Well,” she thought, “since I’m buying this, I might as well go all the way,” and ended up with a nude-colored lipstick, a light eye shadow, and some mascara that she wasn’t sure at all how to use.  She did grab some pantyhose, which she had needed.  She also bought condoms, just because it never hurt to be prepared, even though she never slept with a man on the first date.  Ribbed for her pleasure, she thought with a smile as the pimply teenage boy rang up her purchases.  He was probably having more sex than her, but she still felt deliciously wicked buying condoms.  It could be her strict upbringing.

Olivia paid for her purchases and carried the little white plastic bag back to her car, laden with all sorts of date-appropriate goodies.  She had several more hours to kill, so she went for a drive around the neighborhood.

Once she had stopped driving solely as a way to find apartments, Olivia discovered she liked it more.  The leaves were past peak, but still beautiful adorning the trees and curling along the sidewalk, tossed by wind.  Her Reliant chugged around town before she headed home, careful to avoid the entire area near the dump.  She pulled up at the parking lot two away from the library, always parking somewhere different so as not to arouse too much suspicion.  At least she had never given into her younger impulses to paint her car Pepto-Bismol pink, or she would never be able to blend in parked in a parking lot.  

After arriving home, Olivia knew she needed something to calm her mind, a book to read, so she climbed up to the seventh floor and looked in the science section for a book on plants.  She finally discovered the Great Encyclopedia of Plants and Herbs, a massive hardcover book with onion-skin paper filled with diagrams and tiny print.  She dragged it back downstairs and added it to the pile of heavy books, opening it onto her lap and looking for some of the plants her sorcery book listed.  She found the tuber listed under the name “Darnillium” with the prefix in parentheses.  The book said the tuber grew in summer, planted in late fall to lie dormant all winter and be harvested the next year.

The section mentioned that at full maturity, the tuber’s skin took on a deep red hue, almost purple, and can commonly be mistaken for a red potato.  The book said that the tuber was more deficient in starch than its cousin and, although edible, was a poor substitute for better tubers.  The book mentioned nothing of the tuber’s medicinal value, and Olivia was struck suddenly with the understanding that the book of sorcery had information about plants that no book of science had, that it was extremely precious in at least that regard.  She read on about the Dragon’s Tooth leaf a few pages along, and some of the other plants the sorcery book outlined.  Olivia then leafed through the thin pages looking for some of the plants she had seen around campus, just killing time.

Finally it was 3:30, and she allowed herself to begin getting ready.  She took her sink-shower, washing her hair, even using the scented shower gel.  When she was done, she took the time to style her hair into place.  Olivia made sure the door was locked as she stood in the library bathroom buck-naked fixing and styling her hair.  She used the spray gel she had bought at the hairdresser’s to try and style the layers back into place as they had been the day before.  When she finished, she was almost impressed.  She didn’t look quite as well-styled as the day before, but she definitely looked nice.  

Then Olivia put on her cutest pair of underwear and wrestled nylons onto her legs.  She didn’t wear the things much, owing to how she hated them terribly, and instead usually wore pants.  But that night was special and for a date, she wrestled with nylons.  

After the nylons came the rest.  She put on her bra and then slipped the dress over her head.  It wasn’t too fancy, just a simple black dress and maybe a little classy for the movies, but she could tone it down with some less-than-formal shoes.  She selected a pair of plain black ones, dressy enough without being overly formal, and slipped them on.

It was a quarter past four by this point.  Olivia knew it was makeup time.  She dumped the contents of the CVS bag into the sink.  She selected the foundation and applied it hesitantly across her face.  She couldn’t see it, but maybe that was a good thing.  Then she found her eyeshadow and put it on, a thin layer of plum.  It didn’t look that bad.  Then she tried lipstick.  The lipstick was a barely-there shade of nude, so it wasn’t too noticeable; in fact it looked like she wasn’t wearing any and that was a good thing.  Olivia pulled the mascara out of the pile and opened it, slid the little brush out of the bottle and brought it up to her eye, then changed her mind and stuck it back in the bottle.  She didn’t need it.

Her ablutions completed, Olivia looked at herself in the mirror.  She didn’t look bad at all.  In fact, she looked downright attractive, she would hazard to guess.  She took a deep breath in and exhaled, nervous suddenly, butterflies fluttering deep in her gut.  She tested a smile for the mirror, said a quiet “Hello.”  Catching a whiff of her own breath, Olivia quickly brushed her teeth.  She then reapplied her lipstick.  4:45.  He would arrive soon.

She grabbed a warm jacket from her closet and wrapped it around her shoulders.  It was a cape more than a jacket, a black cape with a fur-lined hood (fake fur of course), one button at her neck.  She looked a little vampiric in it, but it was very warm and the weather was quite cold outside.

Olivia grabbed her purse from the corner and stuffed her wallet, keys, and cell phone into it, then as an afterthought stuck the condoms down in there, too.  At the bottom, of course, in the little zippered pouch.  She had a tendency to be clumsy when she got nervous, and she wouldn’t want those babies soaring out of her wallet and smacking Harold in the face.

Harold.  She never pictured herself as someone who would date a Harold.  She usually went for the bad-boy type, James Dean on his motorcycle.  Of course, they never went for her, a short skinny girl with a neck a little too long and stringy brown hair (new and improved, she reminded herself).  That was probably the reason why she could count the number of boyfriends she had had on one hand.  Without using all the fingers, either.

Olivia walked to the elevator and let it carry her down the five floors like a queen descending from her throne and being carried on a litter.  Indeed, she felt rather regal in her cape and her dress.  She felt like a normal human being.  

On a whim, she went out the front door.  The library was open on Saturdays, and she usually sneaked out the maintenance door, but this time she allowed herself to parade right out the door and wait for Harold in the mud room.  She preferred to think of it as the entry, but it was actually the mud room.

The sky had clouded over substantially since her walk earlier that day.  A strong North wind was blowing, and she could feel the chill when the door swung open with each entering person.  Olivia wondered if the library staff pondered that they had missed such a well-dressed young woman entering the library earlier that day. 

At 5:03 she saw a black Chevy Cavalier pull into the library parking lot, and Harold hopped out.  She was relieved to see that he was nicely dressed in a jacket and button-down shirt, making her black dress look perfectly suited to the outing.  She was beginning to worry that she had overdressed.

“You look great,” he said when he held the door open.  “I like your hair.”

“Thanks,” she replied, feeling suddenly awkward under his appreciative gaze.  

“The next shows don’t start until after 7, so I thought you wouldn’t mind if we got some dinner first?”  His look showed that far from trying to connive her into coming to dinner, he was actually inviting her with good intentions.  Olivia was relieved: usually that line was fed with something of the surprise that running out of gas would have on a dark back road at midnight.  

“Sure,” she agreed, holding her cape close to her against the wind, which whipped around her exposed legs.  She suddenly found herself wishing, foolishly of course, that she had worn an outfit with pants.  Harold held the car door open for her, and she sat as ladylike as possible, trying to keep her knees together when entering the low-sitting car.  She almost fell over in her attempt, but instead caught herself before she slipped and seated herself without incident.

“Where are we going?” she asked as he got in beside her and started the car.

“I thought we would go to that little Italian place in town,” he replied.  “It’s a little fancy, but your dress is lovely and we won’t look out of place.  I don’t think.”  She saw him swallow, and his eyes never left the road in front of him, not even to glance in the rear view mirror.  She was growing more and more flattered by the minute.  She didn’t feel like the ugly scrawny girl at that moment.

The Italian place, La Molisana’s, was very crowded (it being Saturday night and all).  Harold walked right in (holding the door for her, of course) and went up to the well-dressed woman at the front podium.

“Reservation for Black?” he said.

“Yes, Mr. Black,” she said.  “Right this way.”

He smiled at her as they were led to a table near the windows.  Olivia felt a little taken aback.

“I would have agreed to dinner if you had asked,” she insisted, looking away.

“I wanted to surprise you.”  He smiled.  

“Oh.  Thanks.”  She smiled, then sipped from her water glass.

“Ever been here?” he asked, looking around.

She shook her head.  “I’ve looked once or twice, but never been in.”

The waiter came by to take their order.  Olivia ordered a Merlot, and Harold just stuck with water.

“I’m driving,” he said sheepishly, “and I don’t have very much in the way of tolerance.”

They made small talk over dinner, discussing the weather, classes, how their individual students were doing.  Harold was specializing in British Literature during the Romantics Period.  He was quite an adept at the poetry of the time.  “I prefer Keats over all,” he confessed, smiling, and Olivia realized that he was indeed a literature geek.  The thought made her feel much more comfortable.

Olivia finished a little more than half of her spinach and eggplant linguine before her stomach called it quits.  “I don’t think I could eat another bite,” she said, laughing.  

Harold signaled to the waiter, who whisked their meals away to be put in “to go” containers.  When he returned, Harold slipped the man his Gold card without looking at the check. 

“Do you mind if I pay half?” Olivia offered, opening her purse.

He shook his head.  “Of course I mind.  It’s my treat.”  He waved his hand to the side as if in a brushing off gesture, and bumped into her refilled glass of Merlot.

Without thinking, Olivia grabbed at the air and righted the glass with a small wave of her fingers.  It landed right-side-up on the maroon carpet without spilling more than a few drops.

She immediately caught Harold’s eye to see if he had seen anything, but he just looked astonished.

“I couldn’t have done that again if I tried,” he laughed.  “Wow, how lucky.”  He laughed uneasily and lifted the glass up back onto the table.

After they paid their bill, Harold escorted her to the theater.  “What’s playing?” she asked.

He read her a few choices.  One cheesy horror flick, a few sappy romantic comedies, and a drama or two.  She selected one of the dramas that seemed the most interesting, and they were off.

The movie was just as interesting as it had appeared.  Olivia was totally engrossed.  Harold didn’t try anything middle-school like yawning and putting his arm around her, but he did rest his hand on hers a few times during the picture.  She found the lack of a bold approach a rather charming contrast to his inclusion of dinner into their evening.  Not that she minded, of course, but she was afraid he would be very pushy and she wasn’t turned on by pushy.

“That was really good,” she said happily as they walked back out to the car, his hand resting on her arm in a protective – not overbearing – manner.  

“Yes, good choice.”  He helped her into the car.  She was careful not to fall this time as she got in, drawing her cape around her and folding her hands in her lap after leaning over to unlock the driver’s side door.  He slid in and started the car.  After a few minutes of driving the engine was warm enough to supply heat, and feeling came back into Olivia’s fingers.

“Where do you live?” he asked.

Olivia froze.  “Umm…” she paused.  “Actually, I wanted to stop at the grocery store before going home, so could you just drop me off back at the parking lot near the library?  I left my car there.”

“Sure.”  He didn’t sound as if he suspected a thing, and Olivia let out a sigh of relief.  

“Which car is yours?” he asked as he pulled onto the main road near campus.

“It’s two lots from the library,” she answered, pointing as they got closer.  “The little white boxy one.”

The car was the only one left after that amount of time, so it was easy to spot.  Harold left the car running and got out, walking around to her side of the car and letting her out.  She walked around to the driver’s side door of her own car.  He followed.  She turned to face him.

“I had a great time tonight,” she confessed truthfully.  “We should do this again sometime.”

“I agree.”  He smiled.

Then he leaned over and kissed her, his lips melting softly into hers.  It only lasted a moment, but it was very sweet.  

“Goodnight,” she said, smiling.

“Goodnight,” he returned.  He waited for her to get into her car before driving away.  Once he left, Olivia locked up her car and walked back to the library, a smile still plastered on her face.

6: Corrian

“We’ve never been in this situation before.”  The elderly man leaned forward, placing his elbows on his knees, his wizened face wrinkled with age but his blue eyes sharp and clear.  He stroked his beard with his hand.

“I agree, the book was unorthodox, but we can’t let that area continue without a sorcerer.  She is the perfect choice.”  The woman crossed her legs at the knee, high leather boots exposed where her long skirt ended.  She folded her arms and sat back in the chair, long dark hair falling over her back.  

“I’m not sure why you were so set on her.”  A younger gentleman answered, wrapped in plain monk’s robes, his head shaven bald.  He didn’t look a day older than 20.  “Any of them would do.”

“You understand, Armere,” the woman said, “what we are looking for.  We need someone who can be nomadic.  With no ties.  She’s the only one we’ve found who has not established stability.”

“And until we can establish her into her rightful position,” the old man finished, “we need to keep her as such.  Olivia Peabody will not find an apartment any time soon.”

“I think Corrian acted far too rashly,” piped up another of the group.  She was very young, having the appearance of a child.  To look at her, you wouldn’t know she was older than many of them.  She wore a simple green tunic belted at the waist, and her white-blonde hair was cut short and close to her head.  “He wrote to her without bringing it before the group.”  She waved her tiny hand in exasperation, and little sparks danced around her fingers.  

“Corrian was acting on our own best interests, you know.”  The dark-haired woman spoke again.

“Was he really, Rhiannon?”  Melanie spoke up for the first time, almond eyes narrowing in a face the color of rich coffee.  She tilted her head to the side, framing her chin with one long finger and wrapping her other hand around the arm of her chair.

“I agree,” replied the old man.  “I agree with Rhiannon.  The fact is that it is done and we can’t change that.  But how long will she take to train?”

“Could be years.”  The young-looking pixie shook her head.  “I’m not sure she’ll be ready in time.”

“Of course she will,” the monk-dressed man replied.  “Corrian will be training her.”

The objections fell silent.  Everyone gathered in that small room knew Corrian was the best there was.  He could train anyone to be great, and he could do it faster than all the other sorcerers.  

“I think we have nothing left to discuss here.”  The old man dismissed them with a wave of his hand.  “Wish Corrian luck the next time you see him.”

Olivia slept deliriously late the next morning.  She woke with a smile and stretched, feeling very much like the cat who caught the proverbial canary.  Harold had been wonderful the night before.  Dinner and a movie…who’dve thought he’d be interested in a plain girl like her?  

Of course, she usually attracted the geeky ones.  She hoped Harold had some darker side, some sort of mystery about him, but he seemed to be as straightforward as they came.  Too bad…he would make a good bad boy.  She pictured him astride a Harley…his tweed jacket blowing in the wind…no, that wasn’t right.  Leather jacket, she amended.  Leather jacket blowing in the wind, adjusting his wire-framed glasses…umm, black sunglasses…yes, she could almost see it.  Of course, she really wouldn’t mind if he stayed exactly the way he was.  He was a very nice fellow.  And rather handsome, too.

After deciding she really couldn’t lounge around any longer, Olivia rolled out of bed.  She would be able to get lots of reading finished that day.

Olivia spent the better part of the afternoon relaxing over the Plants and Herbs Encyclopedia.  The library was open for a few hours Sunday afternoon, but no one disturbed her and she just hung out.  She stayed in her pajamas for most of the day.  When her eyes started to cross from the tiny print, she closed the book and rubbed her forehead.  “I could really use a TV,” she thought to herself.   She didn’t watch very much TV, but her weekends were getting very boring and maybe she would be wise to invest in one.  Something small and portable.  

Then again, she considered, she was taking on this sorcery training business.  How much time was that going to take?  She may never have need for a television again.  She may end up being too busy casting spells or whatever it was that sorcerers did.  Olivia still wasn’t completely clear on that. 

In the late afternoon, cabin fever threatening to drive her mad, Olivia left her cubicle and went for a drive.  She stopped off at the ATM to get some money, then took herself to the grocery store and bought some amenities.  Little portable things: soups and canned stews, microwave dinners, a quart of milk for the break room fridge.  She enjoyed her nightly sandwiches in town so she didn’t get much in the way of supper.  Sandwiches would get tiring soon enough, but until then she would enjoy them.

She walked around the mall for a little while before closing.  It closed at 7 on Sundays.  She found herself in the pet shop, perusing the little creatures.  She loved birds, but her current living situation wasn’t conducive to a cheerfully singing parakeet or cockatiel.  Cats were nice, but would be sure to wander the library.  Actually, she couldn’t have any pet at all.  It was saddening to realize that, but it was for the best.

“Soon I’ll own a real apartment,” she said to herself.  “And then I won’t have to worry about my pets.”  Even though she would, given the lease restrictions.  She chose not to think about that.  The apartment idea was beginning to hold a renewed interest for her, but something told her she wouldn’t find anything.

When she had finished shopping and the stores were sliding down their heavy metal gates, Olivia climbed back into her car and drove back to the library.  It was closed again, so she had to sneak in the service entrance like usual.  Nothing too strange, no, just your average grad student sneaking into the library.

Once back in her room, Olivia put away her food.  She had already tucked the milk into the downstairs refrigerator.  She had eaten at the mall, but she munched an apple while she read the sorcery book more.  Eventually, tired, she went to sleep.

On Monday morning, Olivia rolled out of bed before dawn.  It was a holiday – Veterans Day – and she had been hoping to sleep in, but that wasn’t going to happen that Monday morning.  She had an appointment to keep.

Olivia washed, plunging her head under the warm water for awhile to wake up.  After finishing her ablutions, she got dressed in warm, comfortable clothes and headed out the service entrance of the library.  The morning was cold; fog was settling around her shoulders and enshrouding her.  Her breath puffed visibly in the air.  She walked along the paved sidewalk between thick-trunked trees, crunching dead leaves underfoot.

The old chapel was on the other side of the parking lot, past the English building, and at the edge of the adjacent forest.  It slowly appeared out of the mist as she approached.  The chapel was built of gray stone and was complete with a bell-tower in its steeple.  Marble stairs led up to the door.  She approached cautiously, looking around, wondering where she would find this sorcerer.

Olivia heard movement around the side.  She waked around the perimeter.  It was getting easier to see, now, since the first rays of sun had lightened the sky.  In the dawn light she saw a figure kneeling at the North corner of the chapel, hands buried in the soil, planting something.  She watched for a moment as the cloaked figure settled the dirt, then stood and rinsed his/her hands under the flow of water from the water pump nearby.  Then the figure turned to face Olivia.

As the sorcerer approached, the hood was pulled back.  He was a man in his mid thirties with very light brown hair, almost blonde, and hazel eyes.  He was very handsome in a plain sort of way.  There was nothing particularly unique about him, but he had an interesting aura about him.  Olivia felt a current of energy pass through her when he took her hand.

“My name is Corrian,” he greeted her.  “You are Olivia.  It’s nice to meet you.”

“Likewise.  So you are the one who wrote in my book.”

Corrian smiled.  “You can say that, yes.  We have to begin immediately.”  He dropped her hand and walked briskly toward the forest.  She had to jog to keep up as he crossed into the maze of trees, her shoes catching on the underbrush and twigs pulling her hair.  

“Slow down,” she panted, almost losing him around a particularly large tree.

He seemed to ignore her, his cloak trailing behind him, walking with ease as if the trees parted before him.  When he reached a small clearing, he stopped abruptly.  Olivia followed him in, breathing heavily.

Corrian sat right in the center of the clearing.  Olivia sat opposite him.  He looked blankly past her for a few minutes, but just when she was about to ask him if he was awake, he started speaking.

“The first thing you should know,” he began, “is that you do not become a sorcerer.  Sorcery is in your blood.  Either you have it, or you do not.”  He smiled.  “Many go through their lives wishing they could become something they are not.  This is just one more example.  There are many things you can learn.  Sorcery is not one of them.”

“Then why…” she began, but he held up a hand to stop her.

“Fortunately, you have this gift.  I spotted it instantly.  We are always watching, Olivia,” he said.  “We watch when new people arrive here, and we watch when they leave.  We keep track of who can be trained and who we must watch closely.  There must always be a certain amount of discord, but beyond that point humanity loses its ability to reason.  We keep this balance in check.”

“Wherever you go,” he continued, “there are sorcerers.  They are around you in every room, every building.  You have heard that they are everywhere.  It’s true, but you will not notice unless you know them.  You must not share your gift with anyone.” 

Corrian relaxed a little more visibly, but his back remained straight.  Olivia wondered how he managed to have such perpetually perfect posture.

“Show me something,” he said, waving his hand loosely.  “What have you learned to do?”

“I can move things,” she said proudly.  She looked around her for something to levitate, and she found a small rock just out of arm’s reach.  Olivia looked at it, concentrating, and moved her hand to make it rise off the ground.  She turned it around in the air a few times before opening her hand and letting it drop.

“Very good,” he praised her.  “Funny, I didn’t learn telekinesis until months into my training.  Of course, they did things differently back then.”  Corrian sighed.  “Olivia,” he said, “I have to tell you something.  You’re at an immense disadvantage here.  Usually we begin training sorcerers before they reach puberty.  Easier to train before the body becomes too adjusted to the world.  We don’t have that luxury with you.  You have to learn now what most learn before they turn twelve.”

“Why me?” she asked, a little frustrated at what he was saying.  “If you want little kids, why aren’t you training little kids?”

He shook his head.  “We don’t have the resources for that anymore.  Parents aren’t letting their children come to us like they used to.  We need more sorcerers than we have, and they have to be able to travel.  We don’t have the sorcery families we used to have…” he trailed off.  “Lots of reasons.  But we saw you, and we saw that you were in an unfamiliar setting, so we allowed you to learn about your natural gift.”

“I’m rather clumsy,” Olivia confessed.  “Is that going to make things difficult?”

“Oh, most definitely,” he answered without hesitating.  

“One other thing,” Olivia continued.  “I’m…sort of transient right now.  I don’t have a place to stay.”

“And well you should be transient,” Corrian replied.  “We haven’t found your chosen post yet.  We’ll let you know when you can move out of the library.”  At Olivia’s baffled look, he explained.  “We will find a place for you to live when we decide where you are most needed.  Don’t worry; you won’t be far.  I suppose this’ll all make sense later, won’t it?” He smiled.  “These aren’t things to worry about.  We’ll make sure no one will find your little cubicle in the library, and you just keep doing what you’re doing.”  He rubbed his hands together, looking decidedly gleeful all of a sudden.  Perhaps this was as exciting for him as it was for her?

“Let’s continue, shall we?” he asked.  She nodded.  “Now, you know how to levitate things.  That’s very important.  Once you can wrap your mind around an object, you can really force it to do your will.  This leaves you with endless possibilities.  Let’s start with some simple fine-motor manipulation.”  Corrian straightened his arms to let them slide out of his cloak sleeves more.  “Now.  Try and manipulate a single blade of grass.”

Olivia looked at him, but he just nodded and gestured for her to try it.  She squinted, focusing on a blade close by and pinching it between her thumb and forefinger with her mind.  She wiggled it back and forth.

“Got it?  Good.  Uproot it.”

Olivia gave a little tug, and the blade of grass broke free and came to hover in midair.

“Now fold it in half.”

Olivia tried to make it fold, pinching with her other hand and manipulating the air around her, motioning as if she were folding a tiny blade of grass in her hand.  The grass wiggled, then slipped from her grasp and floated to the ground.

“Not a worry,” Corrian said.  “Try it again.”

On the third try, Olivia folded the blade of grass in half not once but twice, and she was beaming as she lowered it to the earth.

“Quite good,” Corrian said simply.  “That doesn’t seem too hard at all.  Let’s try a little plant and herb identification.  That’s next in the book, isn’t it?  Yes, of course it is.  Come for a walk with me.”

On this walk, Corrian identified several species of plants, knowing their Latin names as well as their colloquial names, and teaching her what they were good for.  There was one leaf that had to be mashed into a pulp to extract a gooey liquid from its core, another than could not be broken or its medicinal qualities would be completely lost.  Olivia felt sure she would mix them up and waste perfectly useful herbs.

As they went, Corrian had Olivia gather a handful of certain types of plant leaves, roots or stems.  Eventually she was completely lost in the woods, but Corrian seemed to know his way and led her down to a marshy area.

“Gather some of these reeds,” he directed.  “You’ll want some sort of basket to keep your plants in for now.  Eventually we’ll get you set up with a leather satchel, but a basket is fine for now.”  He gestured when he saw she wasn’t moving.  “Well go on!  Reeds don’t gather themselves.”  

Eventually Corrian had to help her identify which reeds could be woven and which were not pliant enough.  He shower her basic techniques for weaving the basket, then left her on her own while he plucked the fuzz from a strange cotton-like plant growing along the water’s edge.

“What’s that?” Olivia asked, pointing to the white fuzz in his lap.

“It’s a lot like cotton,” he said simply.  “You can weave it or spin it into yarn.  Never hurts to have.”

She had constructed a rather plain looking basket after a fairly long time trying, but was satisfied and Corrian said that it would surely be adequate.  They spent the next hour picking up other herbs and roots and identifying which were good and which were bad, what could be eaten and what would kill her.  Olivia felt as if she should be taking notes, but of course she couldn’t.  

“Don’t worry,” Corrian said, sensing her fear.  “You’ll be surprised how much of this you’ll remember.  Besides, you will be working with these a lot the more you delve into sorcery.  We don’t just wiggle our hands, you know.”  

“Oh, I know that,” she stammered, and he laughed.

“Forget about it.  Let me show you what we can eat for lunch.”

Olivia finally returned to the library at dusk, cold and exhausted.  After spending hours walking through the woods collecting plants, Corrian had had her experiment with some basic potion mixing.  He had built a small fire and had her throw some of the leaves in, in a certain order.  She had just produced some green ash, but he assured her that she was making fine progress and that ash might even have some medicinal qualities.  She just wanted a long soak in a tub, but that wasn’t an option, so she settled for falling into bed just past dusk.

Tuesday morning saw her back to classes again.  It was strange to be discussing the Byronic Hero while thinking about which mushrooms caused temporary amnesia when mixed with wormroot.  Eventually Olivia realized her head was hurting terribly and so she just focused on her class.  Professor Coburn was more monotone than usual, and she tried not to let her mind wander.  As a graduate student, she certainly didn’t want to appear disinterested.  She had to be the responsible one.

Her other class that day was an elective Creative Writing Poetry class.  It was an MFA workshop, but they had opened it up to a few graduate candidates.  Olivia had written a poem about traveling, but it didn’t have very strong images so she was given some constructive advice on how to improve it.  She left in the late afternoon feeling like she wanted to go run just to wear off the tension she had been carrying around all day.  Instead, she had told Harold she would meet him for a cup of coffee.

“Hi,” she greeted him as she walked into the little coffee house.

“Hi,” he returned, standing when she entered to pull out her chair for her.  “How was your day?”

“Pretty boring,” she confessed.  “My mind has really been elsewhere lately.  I’m not quite sure what to do.”

“Maybe some caffeine will clear your head,” he said with a smile.  Olivia saw that he had already ordered her a plain black coffee.  She walked over to the condiment section to dress it as she usually did, then joined him again at the small table.  They chatted idly over a game of Scrabble.

“I really had fun the other night,” he said after getting “quarrel” on a triple-word score.  “Thanks for going with me.”

“No problem,” Olivia said, shifting.  She felt as if she had just loaned him a thousand dollars instead of just going to the movies.  Not that she could have loaned him the money if she wanted to, but that was beside the comparison.

“Would you like to do that again sometime?” he asked.  He was very persistent, she realized.  Not that that was a bad thing.

“Sure,” she agreed.  “I’m free all weekend.”  Well that makes me sound like a real lively person, she thought distastefully.

“Well, there’s a concert showing here in town on Friday night,” he offered.  “It’s just a local band, but they aren’t bad.  Tave hu.  Ever heard of them?”

She shook her head.  “What type of music do they play?”

“Mostly alternative stuff.  It’s kind of bluesy, too.  I like it.  I don’t know if it’s for you, but we can always leave.”

“Okay,” she accepted, putting “austere” on the board off his R from “quarrel.”  There were a few minutes of awkward silence before she spoke again.  “Did your classes go well today?”

“As well as always,” he replied ambiguously.  “Nothing of note really happened, if that’s what you mean.”

“Yeah.”

They made small talk until he won the game with about 50 points more than her.  Olivia looked at her watch and realized she had things to do, and Harold said he had to grade some papers as well.  She wondered as she packed up her things just how many papers he made his students write.

They exchanged an awkward quick kiss at the door which made Olivia wonder to what extent they were involved.  Were they dating?  Of course.  He had asked her on two dates now, not to mention the coffee thing they had just done.  Was he her boyfriend?  She was inclined to say no.  It wasn’t something she just assigned to whomever she happened to enjoy dinner with on occasion.  

Olivia jumped three feet or so when she walked into her cubicle and found Corrian sitting on her bed.  “Have a nice cup of coffee?” he asked innocently as he leafed through the Plant and Herb book.  

“What are you doing here?” she asked, looking around.

“I’m sorry,” he apologized.  “But I wanted to see how you were getting along, so I figured I would meet you back here.  I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

“No, that’s okay.”  She sat down on her bed without asking him how he knew where she had gone.  The man was a sorcerer, after all; it was reasonable to assume that he could know where people were.

“So have you done anything with the herbs?” he asked, gesturing to the basket.

“Well, I set some of them to soak, like you said,” she replied, pulling a pan of water over from the corner.  “I couldn’t remember if it was the goldenweed or the flaxenweed that needed to be soaked, so I looked it up in here.”  She pointed to the encyclopedia in his hands.  “It didn’t tell me, so I soaked the goldenweed.”

He winced slightly.  “It was the flaxenweed, but that’s harmless enough.  Soak the flaxenweed now and use the goldenweed as a garnish for your next salad.”

She pulled the yellow-stranded weed from the basket and submerged it in the clear cool water, removing the soggy yellow-leafed bundle of goldenweed and setting it aside on a paper plate to dry.

“Sorry,” she muttered.  “I get forgetful.”

“That’s okay.”  Corrian had removed his cloak.  He was wearing a tunic and pants that looked hand-made. He had fur-lined boots on.  “I want to continue your lessons as soon as possible.  Are you free tonight?”

“Tonight?” Olivia looked outside.  “It’s almost dark out.”

“I know.”  Corrian looked outside.  

“Well…okay,” she said hesitantly, following him out of the cubicle.

“Is it always like this?” Olivia asked as he led her back toward the forest.

“Always like what?”

“I mean…do you always just drag your apprentices out whenever they have time?”

He was silent for a moment, thinking.  “Actually, my apprentices have always lived with me,” he replied.  “You’re the first one I’ve had to visit.”

“Where do you live?” she asked.

He looked back over his shoulder at her.  “I’ll show you.”

7: The Sorcerer’s Mirror
Corrian led her into the forest, past several clearings and over a small stream that they could hop without much difficulty.  Night had fallen, and it was hard for Olivia to see.  Corrian, however, seemed to be proceeding with little difficulty.  She was wondering what allowed him to see so easily when he turned around and handed her something.

“Rub it on your eyelids,” he said.  Olivia squinted to see that she was carrying a leaf with a smooth surface and tiny ridges along the edge.  She stopped walking and closed her eyes to rub the smooth leaf over them.  It was a strange sensation.

She opened her eyes and was surprised to see that she could see all around her as if she was looking through night-vision goggles.

“What is that?” she asked, amazed.

“Oriculus,” he called over his shoulder.  “At least that’s what we call it.”

They arrived rather abruptly at a small dwelling set into the wood by a creek.  It was a tiny cottage that appeared to be built by hand, looking scarcely large enough for one person. 

“How does everyone fit in that?” Olivia asked.  “You and your apprentices?”

Without speaking, he led her in the front door.  She stopped suddenly, since as soon as she walked in, there was a banister.  She looked over, and saw down a staircase into what had to be three stories straight down.

“Come on,” he gestured, walking around the railing and taking the stairs down to the next level.  That story was composed of a living room, a kitchen, and an empty “training” room.  The living room had a fireplace vented straight up through the roof of the little cottage.  There were a few cushions thrown on the floor and a pile of them in one corner.  Not very exciting furniture, she thought.  The floor was smooth stone, single stones patterned together in an intricate mosaic.  

She walked into the kitchen.  The kitchen had an open fire pit with a kettle hanging over it and a spit set aside, also a table and a few chairs.  There was a stone basin in the corner probably used for a sink, since there was a pail of water next to it.  It was very old-fashioned, something out of the fifteen hundreds perhaps.

The room with no furniture was what Olivia presumed to be a training room.  There were two cushions in the center of the floor, and the walls were lined with jars of unidentifiable substances.  Some appeared to be crushed plants; some were odd-colored liquids, and some were filled with odds and ends like buttons and bottlecaps.  She didn’t ask what they were for, but instead was drawn to a still pool of water in between the two cushions.

“Interested in that?” Corrian asked, smiling slightly and walking over to stand next to her.  “Go ahead.  Have a look.”

Olivia peered over the edge into the still water, but was unable to see her reflection.  She gasped.

“Don’t worry,” he said, smiling broader.  “No one can see their reflection.  It doesn’t mean you’re a vampire.”

“So what’s it there for?” she asked, puzzled.

“It’s a sorcerer’s mirror,” he replied.  “You can use it to see other places.”

“How do I do that?” she asked.

“Ah, you aren’t ready yet.”  He walked away toward the staircase.  “You need a lot more control over your mind,” he tossed back over her shoulder.

“I have control of my mind,” she muttered, following him away from the curious pool of water.

He brought her down one more flight of stairs into an open room with a fur spread out on the floor in one corner near another fireplace.  In the other corner was a large pile of furs.  “This is where you sleep?” she asked.

“Yes, this is my home,” he replied.  “Anyone staying with me stays here as well.  Usually my apprentices do.”

“Why not me?” she asked, following him up the two flights of stairs.

“Most of my apprentices are under ten,” he replied.  “We decided it was fairly inappropriate for you to move in here, given that you are a grown woman.”

Corrian said it without hesitating or batting an eye.  Olivia understood.

“So what did you bring me here for?” she asked as he led her outside.

“You asked,” he replied simply and sat down on the ground.

Olivia sat opposite him.  She rubbed the Oculus over her eyes again to be able to see him, then tucked it back in her pocket.

“I brought you here tonight to work on illumination charms,” he began.  “These are fairly simple bits of sorcery that you should be able to master without much difficulty.”

“Okay,” she replied.

“Let’s begin.”

When Corrian finally led Olivia home, it was almost midnight and she was exhausted.  She staggered over to the library and said goodbye to her sorcery master, then used the service entrance to get in.

She now knew how to see in the dark.  It was an interesting thing to learn, something she never imagined herself being able to do (much less levitate objects).  Illumination was just a matter of displacing the light scattered by distance and focusing it around a particular point.  Every space had light, Corrian had told her.  She just had to find it and bend it to her will.  Light was a very pliable substance, and she didn’t have much trouble doing so.

Olivia reached her bedroom and got changed for bed.  She was falling asleep before she even finished brushing her teeth, and was out before her head hit the pillow.

8: Advanced Levitation

The next few weeks passed in a blur.  Olivia had had two more dates with Harold, who was as charming as ever.  Her classes were going well.  Corrian was teaching her in every spare minute of the day, taking her aside during lunch and after her classes and office hours.  She had barely spent any time at all with Esther, one of her only friends.  Sorcery was a lot harder to understand and grasp than she imagined it to be.  It was, after all, fairly easy to levitate objects and light things up.  Who would have thought it would get so much harder?

“No, no, not like that.”  Corrian rubbed his eyes with his fingers.  “You’ll never get off the ground like that.”

“I’m doing my best!” Olivia snapped, closing her eyes again and trying to focus enough to lift herself into the air.  She squinted her eyes shut tighter and tried muttering the incantation words.

“Forget it,” Corrian said finally.  “Let’s try something easier.”

“I can do this,” Olivia replied sharply.  “Why won’t you let me try it?”

“You are trying, and it isn’t working.”  Corrian jumped to his feet.  He shook his head, light hair falling over his forehead.  “This is advanced personal levitation.  You’re trying it without a potion this time, and that’s why you’re having trouble.  I knew I shouldn’t have let you learn the levitation potion.  It’s like a crutch to you now.”

“Well what do you expect, levitation comes naturally?” she returned, jumping to her feet.  “Not all of us were born sorcerers, you know.”  Olivia turned her back.  “Maybe I’m just too old for this.”

“Yes, maybe you are.”  Corrian leaned back on his cottage wall, turning his face away.  “I’ve trained sorcerers for over fifty years, and you’re the first one I’ve had this much trouble with.”

“Well maybe if you weren’t so set in your ways, you would see that I’m doing my best.  Sorry your little ten year olds do so much better.”  Olivia stomped to the edge of the clearing, her boots crunching through the three inches of snow that lined the forest floor.  She sank to her knees at the edge of the creek, leaning over and looking into the ice.

Her hair was messed, her eyes were red, and her whole face was suffused with an angry glow.  She put her face in her hands and sighed.  She could hear Corrian muttering softly to himself behind her.  Something about her being ungrateful, and him wasting his time, and other such nonsense.  

“Stop this at once.”

Olivia looked up to see a woman standing on the other side of the creek.  Her hands were on her hips.  She had dark brown hair flowing down to her waist and wore a long tunic and skirt over knee-high boots.  

“Who are you?” Olivia asked, standing.

“I am Rhiannon.”  The woman walked over to Corrian.  “Why are you arguing?” she asked softly, although Olivia could hear perfectly well in the quiet air.

“I feel like we’ve reached an impasse.”  Corrian didn’t try to hide his voice by whispering.  “I don’t know how much farther I can go with her.”

“You’ll go all the way, Corrian,” Rhiannon hissed, adjusting her elbow-high black gloves.  “Olivia is going to learn sorcery.”  Here she dropped her voice so low even Olivia (listening closely) couldn’t hear.  “You know how much we need her.”

“I know.”  Corrian nodded.  He looked over at Olivia as Rhiannon turned and walked between them.  

“What lesson are you having trouble with?”

“Advanced levitation,” Olivia answered, pushing her glasses up on her nose.  “If he’d just let me try it, I could maybe go somewhere with it.  He barely lets me get anywhere before he’s telling me how to do it right, how I’m not doing it correctly.”  She sneered the last part of her sentence, folding her arms across her chest.  She couldn’t help shivering a little as Corrian looked full into her eyes.  He looked dangerous, maddeningly dangerous, and she was suddenly terrified.

Corrian walked over to her slowly, stealthily, and Rhiannon just stood back, watching.  He walked right up to her and stared her dead in the eye, almost nose to nose.  Olivia trembled, afraid of what was about to happen.  What were the consequences of an apprentice insulting her master?

When he spoke, however, so quietly that Rhiannon couldn’t hear, his words were completely different than what she expected.

“I will never hurt you,” he breathed, his eyes never leaving hers.  “No matter how much you insult me, I will never lay a hand on you.  You are my apprentice and there must always be trust between us.  Do you understand?”

He was so close she felt as if she could barely breathe.  She nodded, unable to say anything.

“Will you try what I am asking you?”

She nodded again, her heart pounding, his proximity intoxicating.

“Good.”  His eyes bore into hers for a moment longer, then his gaze flicked lower on her face for just a second before he turned and walked away, cloak billowing behind him.  Gasping for air, Olivia meekly followed.

Rhiannon watched them, her lips pursed worriedly.  Without saying a word, she shook her head and left the clearing.

“I think they’ll be fine.”  Armere waved his hand dismissively.  “This is fairly common, isn’t it?”

“Not with Corrian.”  The pixie-like child spoke, her voice high and lilting.  “He’s never let the apprentices get the better of him before.”

“I agree with Darmenia,” Melanie commented.  “What is it about this one that’s making Corrian lose his temper?”

“She’s practically his staying age.”  The old man, Gruthery, leaned forward in his chair and rested his elbows on the table.  “Corrian may have been training for years longer than any of us, but he still has the physical form he had back then.  She’s the first person he’s worked with so closely who is so like himself.”

“She’s nothing like him.”  Melanie settled back in her chair.  

“I’m not so sure.”  Rhiannon adjusted her gloves.  “To hear them fight…you would think they were equals.”

“At least that won’t happen.”  Armere sighed in relief and ran a hand over his bald head.  “Olivia will never be equal to Corrian.”

“Let’s not jump to conclusions either way,” Gruthery warned, holding up his hands.  “I think we can all agree that this matter will resolve itself on its own.”

They all nodded, some rather grudgingly. 

“Okay, then.  Everyone is dismissed.”

9: The Trials and Tribulations of Romance and Squatters
“You’re late this morning.”  Harold looked up from his desk as Olivia rushed in, papers in her hands, bag thrown over one shoulder.

“I had a late night.”  She threw her belongings down on the desk and shook her hair back over her shoulders.  

“I tried calling you, but you weren’t there.”  There was a hint of injury in his voice.  

“I’m sorry,” she apologized, sitting down hard, exhausted from running.  “I had some things to do.”

“Oh.”

Was she imagining it, or was there offense in his tone?  They’d only been dating for a few weeks now.  They hadn’t even slept together, had only shared some hastily-exchanged kisses at the end of dates.  Was he expecting her to spend all her spare time with him?

Olivia spun her chair around to face his back.  “If something’s wrong, I think you should tell me.”  She was surprised at her own boldness.  The old Olivia would never have confronted someone like this.  Of course, the old Olivia wouldn’t have yelled at a sorcerer, either.  She found herself changing more and more every day.

Harold also spun his chair around.  “Actually, I’m getting a little curious as to what’s up with you.”

She looked away slightly.  “What do you mean?”

“Well, you’ve never invited me to see your apartment.  You disappear at all hours of the day and night, and you never want to go out more than once a week or so.  That isn’t the kind of relationship I’m looking for.”  He folded his arms.  “Olivia, do you care about me or not?”

Her face softened.  “Of course I care about you, Harold.”  She swallowed.  “It’s just that…there are some things that I’m not comfortable telling you yet.”  Like the fact that I live in a library, she thought, but didn’t say.

“Don’t you trust me?”  His eyes were wide, sad, not malevolent at all.

“It’s not really a matter of trust.”  She knew she sounded like she was avoiding the question, and really, she was.  “It’s just that these aren’t my secrets to tell.”

“Oh.”  He was quiet for a moment.  “Olivia, I think I need to ask you something.”

“What?” she asked, leaning forward a little, almost nervous of what was going to come out of his mouth.

“Can we see other people?”

Olivia almost laughed out loud.  “Of course you can see other people,” she said.  “Goodness, Harold, we’ve only gone on a handful of dates.”

“That wasn’t exactly my question.  Are … you?…seeing other people?”  He was hesitant.  He didn’t look nearly as dignified and poised as he had on their dates.

“No, I’m not,” she blurted out without thinking, then paused.  Had he seen her with Corrian?  “I have a male friend you may have seen me with.  But we aren’t dating.”

Harold suddenly looked immensely relieved.  “Oh.  Okay, then.”  He spun around in his chair without another word and went back to reading whatever it was he was reading when she came in.

Esther walked in just then, looking immensely satisfied with herself.  

“What’s with you?” Olivia asked as Esther took a seat at her desk.  They had recently gotten a fourth desk put in the office.

“I’m just happy,” she said simply.  “I had a nice evening last night.”

“Hot date?” Olivia asked jokingly.  When Esther paused, Olivia gasped.  “With whom?”

“He lives near me,” she said simply.  “We met a few days ago.  Last night he took me out to see a play.”  She was positively beaming, and her hair had organized itself into orderly little ringlets framing her face.  

“Awesome,” Olivia praised.  “What’s he like?”

As Esther rambled on about the merits of her new beau, Harold seemed to be getting more and more agitated.  Finally he slammed the book closed.  

“Excuse me, but some of us need to get things done.  It’s too bad that I’m the only one in the room who fits that description.”  He stood up and stormed out of the room.

“What was that all about?” Esther asked, bewildered.

“He’s been odd all morning,” Olivia replied, shrugging.  “I don’t know what it is.”

Esther scooted closer.  “So have you two…you know…done the deed?”

Olivia’s eyebrows arched upward.  “Harold and I?  Sex?  No.”

“You don’t sound too interested,” Esther replied.  “Maybe you two should break this off.”

“I’m thinking about it,” Olivia confessed.  “He’s very possessive.  He’s been grilling me all morning about what I’ve been up to lately.”

“Oh, you don’t need that,” Esther said, shaking her head.  “What has he been asking?”

“Oh, stuff about where I live, and why I haven’t taken him there, and why I haven’t been home when he called.”

“That isn’t possessive,” Esther said.  “That’s normal.  Why haven’t you taken him home?  Where have you been when he’s called?”

“I’m busy,” Olivia said evasively.  “I haven’t been at home very much.”

Esther scooted closer, then said in a low voice, “You know, it’s nothing to be ashamed of.”

“What?” Olivia asked, puzzled.

Esther smiled benevolently.  “You don’t think I know where you’re living?”

Olivia slid back a foot from Esther.  “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” she denied, feeling her face heat.  She averted her eyes.

Esther scooted closer.  “It’s okay, Olivia.”  Then, to add insult to the injury she had already caused, Esther started laughing.  

“I don’t think it’s funny,” Olivia hissed.  “Do you know how hard I tried to find an apartment?”

“I probably gave up before you did,” Esther said simply, looking back toward her desk but keeping an eye on Olivia out of her peripheral vision.

“I doubt it,” Olivia laughed.  “The only places I found, I couldn’t afford, so I just stopped looking…”  It was then that she caught on.  “What do you mean, you gave up before I did?”

Esther sighed, turning to face her best friend.  “Apartments aren’t easy to find for anyone, you know.  It isn’t just you.”  She smiled widely.  “I live in the chapel.”

“What?”  Olivia almost shot out of her seat.  “But…but you always leave in town…”

“And walk home,” Esther finished.  “You think you’re the only one who does it?”

“But…but you said that guy you met…he lives near you.”

“He does,” Esther said simply.  “I live up near the bell tower.  He lives in the choir loft.”

“How do you get away with it?” Olivia asked, completely flabbergasted.

“The same way you do,” Esther replied.  “Nobody uses the old chapel for mass anymore, at least not often, so we’re pretty safe.  I’ve been there for two years now and never gotten caught.  This new guy just moved in at the beginning of the year.  Wasn’t long before we ran into each other, although last night was the first time we went somewhere together.”

Olivia sighed in relief, tension melting from her body.  “It’s so hard to keep it a secret,” she said, shaking her head.  “I don’t know how to tell Harold.”

“You’ll have to tell him eventually,” Esther replied.  “He’s gonna find out on his own if you aren’t careful.”

“How did you find out?” Olivia asked.  

Esther smiled mysteriously.  “Well, I noticed you always had a lot to do at the library.  And you really should move your car more often: it’s been in the same parking lot for three days now.  So I knew you were in the library or Plath Hall, because this English building is pretty close to the library.   I asked everyone I knew from here, and no one had seen you, so I figured you must be in the library.”  Looking very proud of herself, Esther settled back in her chair.

“There are more?” Olivia asked, confused.  “People here in Plath?”

“Yes, several.  Mostly in the lower classrooms, but one or two upstairs in the Grad student lounge.  They sleep on the sofas.”

“So you know…everyone who lives here on the campus?  It isn’t just us?”

Esther shook her head.  “I know most of them from South campus.  Up in North campus, it’s a different story.  Lots more up there.  That’s the science centers, anyway, and I tend not to end up near there.”

Olivia looked over her shoulder at the door, which was still open, but no Harold had reappeared.  “Are there more in the library?”

“Sure,” Olivia replied.  “It’s a big place.”

“Where are they all?” Olivia asked.  “I haven’t seen any of them.”

“They keep hidden,” Esther replied.  “We generally don’t get found unless we want to.”  

“Does everyone know where I am?” 

Esther shook her head.  “I doubt it.  That library’s a confusing place.  What, are you in one of the cubicles, or in a restroom?”

“A cubicle,” Olivia replied.  “People are in the restrooms?”

“Only on the seventh floor, I believe,” Esther answered.  

“How do I meet them?”  Olivia scooted forward eagerly.  “Do I walk in?”

Esther shook her head vehemently.  “No, no, never do that.  They’re very private people, just like you.  We all are.  We have to be.  If you want to meet them, I’ll put you in touch.  I’m president of the underground.”

“The underground?  What do you mean?”

“Squatters underground.  It’s just our society, so to speak.  We all get together every so often and have a mixer or something.  It’s mostly college students.”  Esther smiled.  “I’ve wanted to invite you to the last one, but I didn’t want to tell you I knew where you lived.”

“How long have you known?” Olivia asked, pushing her glasses farther up on her nose.

“Almost a month,” Esther confessed shyly.  “I hope you aren’t mad.”

“Not mad.  Actually…I’m relieved.”  One less secret to keep, she thought to herself.  Olivia tucked her hair behind her ear.

“I have to get to class,” Esther said, standing up.  “Let’s do lunch.  I’ll show you my place.  Meet me at the chapel at noon?”

“Sure,” Olivia replied, grinning as Esther walked out the door.

“There’s something odd about her.”  Harold leaned back in the chair in the lounge and turned to Andrew, one of his close friends.  “I don’t know what it is, but I don’t like it.”

“It’s nothing, Harold,” Andrew said, fixing his perfectly-arranged hair using the window as a mirror.  He brushed some dandruff off his tall forehead.  “Maybe you’re just imagining it.”

“I know she can’t just be friends with that guy,” Harold argued.  “If only you could see the way he looks at her.”

“You mean like the way you look at her?” Andrew asked slyly, facing Harold.  “Like that?”

Harold waved a hand dismissively.  “I’m not that enamored of her, really.  She’s just another woman.  But there’s something very curious about her…I mean it.  She knows something and I am going to find out what it is.”

“This is my home,” Esther said proudly, leading Olivia up the stairs in the old chapel.  As they climbed to the bell tower, Esther stopped before the final ladder and ducked behind it.  She switched on a light.

Two years had made it more homey than Olivia’s cubicle.  The tiny “apartment” was shielded from above by the wooden roof that was the floor of the bell-tower, only accessible through a ladder that led up to the trap door in that platform.  Under the stairs, Olivia saw that Esther had sanded the floors down to a lovely natural wood finish, then decorated the room.  There were paintings on the walls (which were a nice beige color).  She, like Olivia, had an air mattress, but hers was queen-sized.  She had a nightstand close to the floor, a desk and chair, and a bean bag in the corner.  She had a small TV sitting on the floor across from the foot of her bed.  It was amazingly homey and comfortable.  Olivia sat down on the bean bag chair, and Esther took a seat on her bed.

“You like?” she asked, obviously proud.

“You’ve done amazing things here,” Olivia responded, still in awe.  “Hard to believe where we are.”

“I know, I know,” she replied.  Esther toed off her shoes.  “I ran electrical lines up through these walls over the first summer I was here.  There’s no heat in this area, but the chapel heats up pretty well in the winter with the gas pipes down there.  I’ve never had a problem.”

“Don’t people come up to check the bell tower?”

“No…not really.”  Esther looked away.  “People don’t bother us.  No one knows we’re living all over campus.”

“But how can that be?” Olivia insisted.  “How can people just miss the fact that hundreds of people are living in their academic buildings?”

Esther smiled mysteriously.  “Let’s just say we have our own brand of magic, and leave it at that.”

“Okay, okay.”  Olivia settled back in the beanbag chair.  It was too bad her room didn’t have any windows, for she would’ve liked to see out.  They were anticipating another snowstorm for that night.

“What are you up to tonight?” Esther asked, rummaging around in a small refrigerator she had hiding next to her bed.  She popped open a beer and handed it to Olivia, then took out another for herself.

“Thanks,” Olivia said, taking a sip.  “I’m meeting a friend at dusk, but nothing until then.”

“What’s with this friend?” Esther asked, scooting closer.  Her eyes were sparkling.  “Is he really just a friend?”

Olivia paused.  “Of course he is,” she said after a moment’s hesitation.  “He’s helping me with some coursework.”

Esther dropped the subject, but her twinkling eyes said she wasn’t going to forget Olivia’s hesitation.

The downstairs chapel doors open suddenly.

“Oh, Gary’s here!” Esther said excitedly, bouncing to her feet.  She leaned over the railing shielding the staircase, and watched as he mounted the stairs to come and see her.  Olivia kept her seat and watched with interest, still drinking her beer.

“Hey, sweetie,” Gary greeted Esther, dropping a kiss onto her cheek.  Esther blushed.  

“Gary, meet Olivia Peabody.  Olivia, this is Gary Hutchinson.”  

Gary froze, obviously panicked that someone knew where they lived.

“I live in the library,” Olivia offered, grinning broadly and extending her hand.  This obviously put Gary much at ease, for he laughed with her and then sank down to the bed to sit beside Esther.

“Gary moved into the choir loft at the beginning of September,” Esther explained.  “Gary, Olivia moved into the library at about the same time.  It’s a wonder you weren’t looking at the same apartments.”

Gary smiled.  He had an average height and build, with laughing gray eyes and short brown hair that he was always brushing out of his eyes.  

“Did you go see the trailer near the town dump?” Gary asked, leaning forward.

“Yes!” Olivia cried, laughing.  “He wanted me to move in with him.  What about that building that was supposed to be for rent, the one right in town, but there were people living there?  They hadn’t taken the sign down until I asked about the apartment?”

“I know, I know.”  Gary shook his head.  

“I wonder if you mean the McAllisters,” Esther offered, thinking.  “Is it the one on South St.?”

“I think so,” Olivia said, trying to remember.

“The McAllisters have been squatting there all summer.  I knew they’d run into trouble when the realtors came back, but they lived the high life in there with the rental sign still in the window.  Probably put it right back up after you left.”

“Fools,” Gary muttered.  “They obviously haven’t learned that the best way is to live on campus.”

“Exactly,” Esther seconded, leaning into him as he put his arm around her shoulder.  Something about their interaction told Olivia that they had been together more than just a few days.

“I have to get some stuff done,” Gary said, standing.  “I need to run some errands in town.  Wanted to stop home first.  Either of you need anything?  Okay.”  He gave Esther a familiar peck on the lips.  “I’ll be back soon.”

“How long have you been together?” Olivia asked, a tiny smirk playing at the corners of her mouth.

Esther sighed, rolling her eyes.  “Okay, a little over a month.”

“And you didn’t tell me?” Olivia squeaked, moving from the beanbag to Esther’s bed.  “Why not?”

“You were busy…I didn’t want to have to invite you over until I knew for sure you were living in the library.  Can’t be too careful, you know.”

“True.  True.”  Olivia finished her beer and put the empty bottle on the floor next to her.  “So why did you come in this morning saying you had a new date?”

Esther paused, blushing furiously, and looked away while trying to hide her guilty smile.

“You’re kidding,” Olivia gasped, understanding and grinning.  “For the first time?”  Esther nodded.  “So how was it?” Olivia pressed.

Esther blushed even redder, although Olivia wouldn’t have thought it possible.

“It was great,” Esther said, trying unsuccessfully not to smile.  “I’m so happy.”

“I’m really glad for you,” Olivia said, giving her a hug.  “But you could’ve told me any time.”

“I know.  I was afraid something would go wrong between us if I told.”  She laughed.  “It’s an old superstition.”

“I see,” Olivia nodded.  “Well, you should know that you can talk to me no matter what superstitions say.”

“I know, Olivia.”  Esther smiled, finishing her own beer.  “So, you wanna show me where you live?  I’ve never seen a library home before.”

“Okay.”  Olivia jumped to her feet and clomped down the stairs, her footsteps echoing in the abandoned chapel.  Esther followed her to the library.  They took the elevator up to the fifth floor.  Olivia led her friend down the first hallway, around two book shelves, through a narrow hall, and around three other cubicles before they came to the corner of the floor.

“This is it,” Olivia said, spinning around once.

“Nice,” Esther praised, sitting on the air mattress.  “You need a spot for entertaining guests in here.”

“Well I wasn’t planning to have any guests visit,” she stated with a mock exasperated sigh.  “This isn’t a place you show to just anyone.”

“I know.”  Esther looked around.  Olivia was suddenly self-conscious.  She didn’t have any furniture like Esther.  She just had milk crates.  No laptop, no TV, nothing that Esther had.

“These milk crates are an awesome idea,” Esther said, walking up to them.  “Wish I’d thought of that when I first moved in.  I used to have my stuff just thrown all over the floor,” she confided.  “It wasn’t until this past summer that I got real furniture.”

“Well that makes me feel better,” Olivia sighed.  “There are some more things I want, say, a clock for the wall, and maybe some posters, and a plant of some sort.  You know, bring some life into this place.”  She looked around and wrinkled her nose.

“What’s this?” Esther asked suddenly, sitting back down and lifting up the book of sorcery onto her lap.

“It’s nothing,” Olivia said quickly, jumping to her feet, but Esther had already opened it.

“It’s blank,” she said, puzzled, leafing through.  “Is it a journal you haven’t written in yet?”

“Yes,” Olivia replied.  “It’s a journal.  Got it at a flea market.  Beautiful, isn’t it?”

“Yeah.”  Esther shut the book and stared into the brass medallion on the cover.  “Ugh.  This makes my face look massive.”

Olivia smiled to herself as she sat down beside her friend.  Esther’s plumpness was magnified by the mirror, where it was nothing but flattering to Olivia’s skinny features.  Esther set the book aside, and Olivia breathed a sigh of relief.

“So…no TV, huh?”  Esther was obviously disappointed.  “How do you survive?”

“You know,” Olivia laughed, “I’ve never really watched it that much.  But the more I live here, the more I realize that I could use one.”

“How do you make it without a fridge?”

“I use the one in the break room downstairs.  There’s a microwave, too.  It’s all I really need.  Although I’m thinking about getting a toaster oven.”

“Yeah, they really are great.”  Esther crossed her legs Indian-style.  “I have a whole kitchenette in the chapel.  Can’t run everything at once, of course, because I’d probably blow the fuse, but let’s see…” Here she counted them off on her fingers.  “I have a fridge, a toaster oven, a single coil burner, a microwave, and…oh yeah, an electric can opener.”  

“No kidding you’d blow a fuse,” Olivia laughed.  

“Hey, listen.  That reminds me.”  Esther adjusted on the mattress to be facing Olivia.  “We’re having a mixer Friday night.  Spaghetti supper in the basement of the Hannigan Dining Hall.”  At Olivia’s puzzled look, she explained.  “We have three people living in Hannigan.  They eat well, I’m sure.  They’re hosting this one.  It’ll surely be a big deal.  The Hannigan Three throw the best parties.  They all work at the Dining Hall, and spend weeks ferreting away supplies before the event.  Last year they hosted a Mardi Gras Spectacular that lived up to its name, I’ll tell you that.”  Esther beamed.  “Do you want to come?”

“Sure,” Olivia said automatically.  “Only…” she hesitated.  “There’s Harold.”

“Oh yeah.”  Esther wrinkled her nose.  “Well…you can invite him if you want,” she said hesitantly.

“Nah.”  She smiled.  “I have a feeling that he wouldn’t want to come anyway.”

“It’s a date then,” Esther exclaimed.  “Listen, I know you have to run catch up with whoever you’re meeting.  It’s almost dark.  I’ll see you tomorrow, okay?  I have to go eat something before I starve to death.”

“Sure.  Oh, wait…what time does this thing start on Friday?”

“Seven-thirty.  BYOB.”  Esther darted down the hallway, and shouted “Bye!” over her shoulder.

Olivia wrapped her coat around herself and pulled out her mittens.  She glanced out the window and saw that it had started to snow.  She took her hat and scarf, too, and put on her warmest boots.  Corrian didn’t have any concept of the cold and never seemed sympathetic to Olivia’s complaints.  On her way out, she stopped into the Break Room and heated up some instant oatmeal, which she scarfed down quickly.  After washing out her dishes and sticking them back in the cupboard, she ran out to meet Corrian.

10: The Inevitable

Olivia had finally learned her way through the woods, so it wasn’t long before she was at Corrian’s door, breathing heavily from having run almost the entire way.  She banged on the door with her gloved hand, bending at the waist to catch her breath.  She stood upright as Corrian opened the door.

“Come on in,” he greeted her, turning and walking downstairs to where there was a fire blazing in the fireplace.  Olivia stood there in the living room, unsure whether she should take off her jacket, not knowing whether they were staying in or going outside.

“You can get comfortable,” he replied, as if reading her mind.  “I thought we would stay in here tonight.  The weather’s not so good outside.”

“I know.  I ran over here.”  She unwrapped her scarf and set it aside, then took off her mittens and hat.  She went to set everything on the floor.

“No, hang them here.”  He gestured to some hooks over the fireplace.  “And you can hang your coat on the side, here.”

“Okay.”  Olivia did as he asked, then removed her snow-covered boots and set them next to the hearth.  She sat down, then, before the fire, her hands folded in her lap.

“I thought we would work with fire tonight.”  Corrian sat down next to her.

“I’m not allowed to play with fire,” Olivia said, smiling.

“Very funny.”  Then he switched into sorcerer mode.  She felt the air change around him, almost as if energy itself were attracted to him.  He stared into the flames that were licking at the logs.  Olivia did the same.  As she watched, the flames changed, revealing a face in the fire.  Her face.  An odd shiver ran down her spine as she looked at herself.  Then the face changed.  It was Corrian’s.  The face was made of flames, but oddly lifelike, and it even blinked when he blinked.  She focused on the fire, getting lost in the hypnotic ebb and flow of the flames, staring into the eyes of the face and losing herself.  The face blurred for a moment, losing focus, then became Esther.  Olivia didn’t feel at all surprised.  Rather, it seemed like Esther should be there, somehow.  She watched as Esther moved her lips, talking to someone, then laughed, then yawned and covered her mouth with a flame hand.  Olivia was beginning to feel drowsy.  She felt herself swirling, drowning in the flames…

Corrian clapped his hands once and brought Olivia back with a start.  She shook her head, feeling like her brain was cloudy.  

“Very good,” he said.

“What do you mean?” she asked, feeling a little more alert.

“I only did the first face.  Your face.  You are the one who changed it to mine, then to Esther’s.”

“Oh.”  She paused, absorbing that.  “But I don’t even know how I did that,” she protested.

“You don’t have to.  That’s the beauty of it.”  He adjusted his position on the cushion.  

“Wait.  How do you know about Esther?”

“I know all your friends,” he said simply.  “I know wherever you are.”  At her alarmed look, he shook his head.  “No, I don’t spy on you, but I am always aware of who you are with.  That’s the natural bond between master and apprentice.  I can feel you.”

“Oh.”  Olivia didn’t know what to do, so she looked into the fire again.  The flames began to reshape, reform into Harold, and she looked away to break the connection before they could solidify.  Harold.  Whatever was she going to do about Harold?

“You seem distracted.  Are you all right?”  He looked at her, concerned.

“No, I’m fine.  I just have a lot on my mind.”  She looked away, trying to think without making faces appear in the fire.  She kept her mind active, and that seemed to help.  She tried not to focus on any one thing.

“It won’t stop unless you let it come,” Corrian said softly.  Olivia looked up into the fire and watched as images flashed through, images out of her head.  It was like watching a movie of one’s thoughts.  She sighed, allowing the images to cycle through, cleansing her mind, not fighting the thoughts that flitted through and then appeared in the fire.

“Better,” he praised, and Olivia saw that the fire had returned to normal flames.  “You’re gaining better control over your mind.”

“But all I did was stop trying so hard,” she protested.

“Sometimes that’s all it takes.”  He smiled, standing and walking into the kitchen.  He poured something out from a kettle hanging above the cooking fire, poured it into two stone mugs.  Then he walked over and handed her one.  She smelled it, curious.

“Hot chocolate,” Corrian explained with a smile.  Olivia took a sip.  It wasn’t Swiss Miss packaged stuff.  This was genuine chocolate, melted down with cream.  She didn’t ask where he had gotten it or how he had made it.  She just sipped it slowly and allowed it to heat her insides.  She couldn’t keep a lazy smile off her face.

“Good?” he asked.

She nodded, making a contented sound in her throat.  It was the best thing she had ever tasted.  Chocolate: sure to cure the most vile of moods.  Olivia scooted closer to the fire.

“Don’t fall asleep,” he warned, setting his own mug down on the hearth.  “I want to work with you more.”

“On what?” Olivia asked, and her voice sounded strange in her ears, like they had been stuffed with cotton.  Was that just chocolate in that mug?

“Levitation.”  He breathed the word out like a sigh, and Olivia let it float over her, wrapping around her shoulders like a cloak.

“Okay,” she whispered, smiling dreamily, and closed her eyes.  She immediately lifted several inches off the cushion, then yawned, uncrossed her legs, rolled onto her side in midair, and floated gracefully back down.  “How was that?” she asked, picking up her mug again and taking another long, slow sip.

“That was perfect, Olivia,” Corrian praised, relief melting down his back.  

“What’s in this?” Olivia asked, blinking sleepily.  “I feel drugged.”

“You’re not drugged,” Corrian assured her.  “The chocolate takes on peculiar qualities when heated.  It relaxes the mind and loosens the senses.  It is a particularly effective state in which to practice sorcery.”

“I don’t feel right,” she complained, holding her head.  

“It’s just relaxation,” he assured.  “You’ll feel like yourself in a few moments.  Don’t fight it.”

Sure enough, Olivia began to regain her mental faculties almost as soon as she had spoken the words.  She was still relaxed and serene, but her mind felt as sharp as ever.  The difference was that she did not think of troublesome things.  She didn’t think of much of anything, actually.  She was completely relaxed.

“Try moving the flames, Olivia,” Corrian directed.  “Pull them out of the fireplace.  Wrap them around your hands.”

Olivia reached out toward the hearth and pulled back her fingertips.  Tongues of flame licked out and swirled in the air, drawing closer and closer.  She began to wrap her hands around the flames, to draw them into knots and ribbons, coaxing them out of the fireplace.  Her face was completely blank.  She felt nothing of painful heat, no burns, nothing but a warm tingle in her hands and arms where the fire wrapped around them.

“Cast the fire onto the floor,” he directed in a whisper.  She did so, pushing forward and releasing the flames.  They pooled along her hands, spilled down over her fingertips, and curled into ash when they hit the floor.

Olivia blinked at Corrian, not really understanding his look of recognition but knowing it had something to do with her.

“You are a fire sorcerer,” he said softly.

“A what?” 

“A fire sorcerer.  It is your element.  I’ve never seen a first-year apprentice with that control.  But you have had little success with water or air or earth.”

“What are you?” she asked, sipping from her mug and drawing her knees up to her chest.

“Now, I am all four,” he replied.  “After a certain point, your special affinities no longer matter and you will gain equal power over all the elements.  But before that,” he smiled, “I was a water sorcerer.”

“Oh,” she said, interested.  “Is that why you have the reflecting pool in your training room?”

“That is part of the reason, yes,” he explained, then hesitated.  “I also keep it there because…well, it’s not that important.”

She scooted closer, laying a hand on his arm.  “What is it?  Tell me.”

Corrian looked into her eyes.  “My past is of little consequence to you.”

“But great consequence to you, apparently,” she said.  “So tell me.”

He looked away, unsure why he was telling her, and absentmindedly formed a face in the fire.  It was a little girl, a child of perhaps six, with long curling hair and bright eyes.  “Do you see her?” he asked.  Olivia nodded.  “That was Abigail.  She was the youngest sorcerer we ever trained.”  

As they watched, Abigail took form in entirety inside the fireplace.  Her small frame bent over a flower, stared at it, and plucked it from the ground without moving a hand.  She tucked it into her curls and shook her hair gleefully.

“Abigail came to me when she was five.  By the time she was six, it was obvious she was destined for great things.  Abigail was water, like me.”

Olivia listened attentively, watching the child in the fireplace levitate with ease.  Corrian continued.  “I placed that sorcerer’s mirror in the training room for her.  She had amazing control, that girl, and could see anything in it.  She was our hope for the future, you understand.”  Corrian caught Olivia’s gaze.  “She was the one we thought would carry on the traditions.  We wanted her to keep watch, to ensure harmony, to train new generations here.”  

“So what happened?” Olivia asked, unable to wait for the story.  “Why do you speak of her in the past tense?”

“Because she grew up,” Corrian replied, his voice unwavering.  “She chose not to follow.  She could have remained young forever, could have stayed at any age, but she chose to leave.  She had a wandering spirit, that one, and she couldn’t be tied to this area.”  Corrian sighed.  “Usually we like the nomadic ones.  The ones without roots.  It’s the first thing we look for.  It means we can place you anywhere.  But for Abigail, it was a curse.”  He shook his head.  “She met a man, someone with no sorcery in him, and left us.  She got married.  She gave birth to a daughter, who also had no sorcery in her.”  Corrian looked with Olivia back into the fire, where the now-grown Abigail was holding her baby girl; then suddenly the baby girl was older, growing up before their eyes.

“The daughter got married.  Settled down.  They both stayed out of contact, remained as far as they could from sorcery, and forgot.  Abigail was my greatest disappointment.”  Corrian sighed again, resting his chin on his hands.  “She could have done miraculous things.  I don’t think she even remembers us.”  He looked into the fire, and the images dissolved into flames.  “The one thing she did,” he replied softly, turning to face Olivia, “was sent us someone else.”  He put his hand on hers.  “She sent us her granddaughter.”

11: Through the Looking-Glass?

 “What…what are you talking about?” Olivia asked, pulling back from his touch.

“You heard me,” he said quietly.  “Abigail was your grandmother.  Abigail Morrissette, who married Johannas Brymer.  They had one daughter, Helga, your mother.  Helga had you, and you came to me.”  He smiled faintly.  “It has all come full circle.”

Olivia looked into the fire, emotions churning within her.  Her grandmother had been a sorcerer.  A water sorcerer, and a powerful one at that.

“But…but what brought me here?” she asked.  “What made me come to this school, in this state?”

“We called you, Olivia,” Corrian replied.  “We put a desire in you to strike out on your own and see what lay beyond your hometown.  Your mother was afraid of losing you.  She still is.”

“Did she know her mom was a sorcerer?” Olivia asked.

Corrian shook his head.  “She had no idea.  Abigail never practiced again, as far as I know, and she never told her daughter how she had spent the first ten years of her life.”

“My grandma is dead,” Olivia said quietly, turning her face away.  “She died when I was ten.”

“I know.”  Corrian looked up from his hands, looked into the fire, and Abigail was there once more, smiling, a child of six or seven.  “I know.”

“But that makes you older than my grandparents,” Olivia said suddenly.  “How is that possible?”

“All sorcerers have the ability to never age.  I feel the same as I did seventy years ago.  I’m not really an old man, Olivia.”  He folded his hands.  “I’m as young as you are.  I will never grow older unless I choose to, and I will die when I am ready.”

“Oh.”  Olivia didn’t know quite what to say.  She stood up suddenly and walked over to the training room.  She knelt down at the water’s edge and gazed into the clear surface, more prepared this time when she didn’t see her reflection.  The water was metallic now, a pool of silver mercury, and she was tempted to dip her hand into it.  She hesitated.

“It’s all right,” Corrian reassured her.  “It won’t hurt you.”

Olivia dipped her fingers into the liquid, and when she pulled them out again, the silver-gray substance clung.  It drizzled off her fingertips like paint or ink, pooling back into the mirror.  She rubbed her thumb over her fingers and spread it around, feeling its thin consistency.  On a sudden impulse, she thrust both her arms into the pool.  A tingly feeling of warmth came over her, like she was being wrapped in a thick blanket, and she swirled her arms around in the water.  She looked down into the shiny mirror that didn’t reflect her face and reached farther, reached beyond the bottom, stretched her arms down as far as they could go…

…and felt them pass through onto the other side.

The other side of what, she wasn’t sure, but she definitely felt her hands break the surface (bottom?) of the water and reach into empty air.  There was something beyond the sorcerer’s mirror.

Olivia pulled her arms out with a gasp.  She hung them over the mirror and let the liquid drain off.  Her skin and clothes seemed to repel it, and it slid off in sheets until she was untouched by the mercury water.  She rocked back on her heels and looked over at Corrian.

He was still sitting cross-legged on the cushion, but he was no longer looking into the fire.  He was watching her closely.  His face showed that he knew what she had done.

“Do you want to see what’s beyond it?” he asked.

She hesitated.  “I don’t know, do I?”

“It’s not a trick question,” he replied, shortly.  “Do you want to see what’s beyond it?”

“Yes.”  She nodded.  “Yes I do.”

He gestured with an arm.  “Then go see.”

She hesitated, then slowly dipped her arms in again, looking for reassurance from him.  He didn’t look stern or upset, only impassive as she moved to go a little farther.  She felt her arms break through the other side and was relieved.  Rather than plunge her head right in, she braced her arms on either side and dropped both feet through the surface.  The liquid felt cool and slippery as it slid over her feet, legs, and thighs.  She felt her feet break through as the liquid slid over her thighs and up to her stomach.  She was hovering there, then only her arms supporting her, and knew she had to make the final move.  Taking a deep breath, she pushed her body down through the liquid.

Olivia slid out the other side like a slippery fish, dropping down at once onto the surface below her.  She blinked, feeling like she had been coated in oil, and watched in amazement as the substance rolled off her body and puddled on the floor.  She shook her head and drops of silver flicked out at the walls.  She looked around her.

Olivia realized she was standing in a room not much bigger than the training room upstairs.  It was completely empty.  She was instantly disappointed, and looked up to where the sorcerer’s mirror spun in a liquid pool above her.  This wasn’t worth the effort.

When she looked back down, though, she saw that the room was suddenly filled with furniture.  It was someone’s bedroom.  There was a mirror over a bureau, a big four-poster bed in the center of the room, a desk, and a bookcase half-filled.  She walked over to the mirror and wasn’t surprised when she couldn’t see herself.  She was a little relieved, actually; she realized she probably looked frightful covered in silver goop that was still sliding off her body and leaving drops all over the floor.

Suddenly the door opened, and Harold walked in.  Olivia gasped, her mind racing, immediately trying to think of why Harold would be in Corrian’s house and how she could explain her presence to him.  But Harold walked past her, looking right through her, and Olivia realized he couldn’t see her standing there.  In fact, she thought, this probably wasn’t in Corrian’s house at all.  She was somewhere else, somewhere in Harold’s house, and she was watching him get ready for bed. 

Fortunately for her, he was already in his bed clothes, and was only sitting at his desk to write.  Curious, and unable to resist the opportunity, she walked over to peer over his shoulder and read what he typed on his computer.

Harold was writing an email to someone.  He typed hastily, words flying onto the screen almost as fast as she could read them.

“I’ve had no luck,” he wrote, “with Olivia.”  With me? she thought.  “She’s spending more and more time away from me, and I think I may have lost my chance.  I knew she was something different from the beginning.  I thought maybe she would be able to help us out.  But I don’t think she’ll be any help at all.”

Olivia wondered what he was talking about.  What would he need her for?  And who was this ‘us’ he was addressing?  He hadn’t filled out the letter’s recipient field yet.

“I’m afraid they may have her already,” he continued typing.  “The one she’s with, the one she says is an old friend, he’s the one I’ve seen before.  I know he’s allied with the rest of them, and I bet he’s won her loyalties by now.”

“The fact is,” he finished, “we don’t have any chance at finding what we want until we get those damn squatters out of the way.  I’ll let you know if I have any more luck.”

With that, Harold filled out the recipient field, but Olivia didn’t recognize the name.  He was sending it only to the name “Bear.”  He glanced over the message once, then clicked “Send.”  It disappeared from his screen.

Olivia jumped back as Harold stood suddenly from his computer and walked over to his bureau.  He took a hairbrush and towel and walked out of the room, heading presumably toward the bathroom.

Olivia let out a sigh as he left, feeling like he could somehow sense her even if he couldn’t see her.  She looked up at the mirror, but before she did anything, she looked back at the computer.  She felt like a thief as she crept over and opened up his “Sent emails” folder.

It was completely empty.  Apparently he was paranoid enough not to keep any emails he sent to this Bear person.  She looked in the Inbox but still nothing from Bear  He had saved his junk mail, but he hadn’t saved his important mail.  She offered a disgruntled “humph” to the air and left his computer.

Olivia looked up at the mercury swirling above Harold’s floor and wondered how she was to get up there.  She finally stood on his bureau, where she was just able to reach the edge of the pool.  She strained on her tip-toes and managed to get one hand into the liquid.

Before she knew it, she was pulled up through the substance and back on the other side.  She was again kneeling beside the water, her entire body covered with silvery goo, in the middle of Corrian’s training room.

He was still sitting beside the fire watching her, an amused smile on his face.  Olivia shook herself like a wet dog and sent drops flying everywhere.  After a few minutes she was back to normal, although she felt like she had been through a car wash.

“What did you see?” Corrian asked, standing and walking over to sit beside her.

“I saw Harold.  He was writing an email to someone called Bear.”

“Ah, yes, Harold.”  Corrian nodded.  “I wonder how he’s coming along.”

“You know Harold?”

“Yes, I told you I know everyone you know.”  He hesitated.  “But I know Harold from other places, too.”

“Like where?”

Corrian looked into her eyes.  “I don’t think you should be dating him.”

Olivia laughed.  “Why do you say that?”

“Let’s just say he doesn’t necessarily have honorable intentions.”

“What, you mean he’s trying to get me into bed?”  Olivia laughed.  “I think I can handle myself.”

“I mean it,” he said, a little more harshly.  “His interests run contrary to ours.” 

Olivia looked at him, narrowing her eyes a little, and realized he was serious, not just playing watchdog.  She thought about the email he had sent her.

“What do you mean contrary to ours?  What was he trying to get information out of me for?”

Corrian sighed, looking down.  “I think it’s time I tell you what this is all about.”

12: The Source

Before he began speaking, Corrian got up and walked upstairs to check the weather.  “Before I get involved in this,” he explained, “I should check to see how bad the weather is.  You may need to head home soon.”  Olivia quietly hoped it wasn’t too bad, or else she would have to wait to find out everything she needed to know.

The snow was coming down in sheets, by then, and the darkness of night had become a blinding white wonderland.  It was shaping up to be a true blizzard.

“I think you should stay here tonight,” he called from upstairs.  Olivia followed him up to see out, and gasped.

“I’ve never seen so much snow,” she exclaimed.  “It’s a whiteout.”

“Yes.  I don’t think you could find your way home now.  I can’t imagine classes will be held in the morning, anyway.”

Olivia nodded.  “I have my cell phone.  I’ll call the snow hotline later to see what the deal is.”  She turned and walked back down the stairs, then settled in front of the fire on a cushion.  Corrian followed her and sat as well.

“Okay.”  He paused, trying to figure out how to begin.  “There has always been a presence of sorcerers in this area.  There are more of us here than any other place in New England.  You see, here in this area, where the campus is today, there is a … a focus of energy.  We can’t explain it, fully, or describe it, but the fact of the matter is that it has tremendous power.  This place, which we call the Source, can be used to maintain balance and harmony, and keep peace, or it can be manipulated for selfish gains.”  He looked into her eyes while he spoke, his gaze locking her attention.

“What is it?” she asked.  “What does it look like?”

“You’d know it if you saw it,” he responded cryptically.  “That’s all I can tell you.”

“Have you been there?”

“Yes, many times.”  He smiled.  “It’s how we can stay young.  It’s how we maintain our power.  The ability to tap into the Source is how we got our original name of Sourcers.  That was bastardized, eventually, into the word you hear today.”  He continued.  “The Source is a vessel through which all the earth’s energy flows.  It is just one of many.  The one here is stronger than any of the others that have been found.  If it were to be accessed by the wrong people, disastrous things would result.”

“What can the Source do?” Olivia asked, wide-eyed, scooting closer.

“Accessing it allows you access to the energy of the earth itself,” he said quietly.  “Only people of a pure heart can tap into it from beyond it, like you were able to.  But when standing before it, anyone can gain its power.  It gives you the ability to manipulate people.  To read their minds.  To see the deepest regions of their hearts.  It gives you the ability to move objects, to fly, to control the elements of earth, air, fire and water.  Do you know how many people would like to access this?”

Olivia nodded.  “So how is it protected?”

He held up a hand.  “Let me continue.  There wasn’t always a college campus here.  Once, that land used to be as densely forested as these woods in which I live.  Back then, the Source was hidden naturally.  The trees, the animals, everything worked together to conceal it.”

Olivia smiled, then tried to cover it.  “I’m sorry,” she apologized.  “I keep thinking of a Poland Springs commercial.  You know, ‘You can’t get there from here.’”  She laughed again.  “Sorry.”

He raised an eyebrow, looking slightly annoyed, before continuing.  “Anyway, this land got bought and used for the college.  When that happened, we sorcerers knew we couldn’t protect it alone.  We couldn’t live near it, couldn’t make our homes at its borders, like we used to.  We needed people there to do it for us.”

“Squatters,” Olivia exclaimed, understanding.  “The squatters.”

He nodded.  “There weren’t many places to live in this area, even when the college was built a hundred years ago.  Students started camping out everywhere.  They took over buildings, slept in hallways, found homes in storage rooms.  They settled right around the Source without even knowing it was there.

“It was several months before we realized one of them had the Gift.  We brought him to us, taught him sorcery, shared our secrets with him.  He began working to protect the Source.  We found some others, one here, one there, who had the ability to tap into the power, and we made them part of our numbers.  Little by little, information about the Source leaked out.  Soon everyone knew. It was the great crisis of 1919.”  He shook his head.  “Those were frightening times.  We were afraid we would lose the Source forever.  But we struck a deal.  We used our powers to keep the squatters hidden, to allow them to live in peace wherever they chose, and they would protect it for us.  It has been a fruitful alliance for both sides.  Of course,” he was hasty to amend, “there are those who would not be trustworthy.  We leave the Squatters Underground to decide who can and who cannot be let in on our secrets.  Those who cannot be trusted, well,” he smiled, “we arrange for them to find an apartment at a safe distance before they ever learn anything about the Source.  It’s worked very well, up until about a decade ago.”

“What happened then?” Olivia asked, feeling very much like a small child hearing a bedtime story.  A frightening, strange bedtime story, but a story nonetheless.

“Someone went bad.”  He laughed in a self-deprecating manner.  “It seems odd, in retrospect, that more of them didn’t.  We didn’t do a very good job of screening back then.”  He ran a hand over his eyes.  “Anyway, this was a sorcerer by the name of Bellum E. Robidium.”  Olivia raised an eyebrow.  “I know, I know,” Corrian said, laughing.  “It’s amazing people didn’t pick on him more than they did.  That’s why he went by his initials B.E.R., or Bear.”

“So Harold was writing to an evil sorcerer?” Olivia asked, skeptical.  “You don’t know Harold.”

Corrian smiled cryptically.  “Or maybe I do.  Regardless, Bellum left the academy young, tried to gather his own band of people to find the Source, but he hasn’t yet.”  He shook his head.  “Harold was seduced by Bellum's promises of power and riches.  He isn’t a very big man, Harold Black, and he small men are easily tempted by promises of greatness.  Harold stays at this University, pursues his degree, and looks for unusual people.  He looks for the Gift in them.  He doesn’t have it himself, but he knows how to see it in others.  Bellum taught him.  Harold finds them early, gets to know them, and uses them to try and find the Source.”  Corrian adjusted on his cushion.  “Do you remember, on your first date, when Harold dropped the wine?  And you caught it?”

“Yes,” she said, pausing.  “Yes, I do.”

Corrian nodded.  “That was all it took.  He saw that you had the ability, that you were training, and he attempted to bring you closer to him.  He hopes you know where the Source is.”

“But … but doesn’t Bellum know you’re telling me this?” she asked, panicking.  “Doesn’t he know we’re onto him, and won’t he come after me?”

Corrian shook his head.  “One sorcerer cannot see into another’s home.  Not even with the mirror.  Bellum cannot see me here, and I cannot see him where he is.  Besides, you don’t know where the Source is.  Once Harold realizes that, you’ll be no use to him.”

“Good,” she exhaled in relief.  “Then I won’t have to worry about him any more.”

“It doesn’t work like that,” Corrian replied, smiling.  “You need to use Harold to bring us to Bellum.”

“Whoa, whoa, wait a minute,” Olivia said, raising her hands and scooting backward.  “I’ve been training with you for about six weeks, and you want me to lure an evil sorcerer to you?”

“Exactly,” he replied.  “The thing to do is keep Harold from discovering that you don’t know where the Source is.”

“But he just wrote to Bear and told him he didn’t think I’d be useful anymore.”  

“Then change his mind,” Corrian said eagerly.  Lead him on.  Tell him you saw the most exciting thing, and that you wish you could share it with him.  You know, use your feminine wiles.”

Olivia laughed.  “You’re kidding, right?”  She looked into the fire, and her own face formed before her eyes.  “I don’t have any feminine wiles.”  She wrinkled her nose in disgust as she looked at herself.  Cat’s-eye shaped, horn-rimmed glasses, on a skinny nose, on a skinny face with thin lips and a sharp chin.  Her eyes were just a plain brown color, and her hair, although slightly better with the highlights, was still very plain and boring. 

Corrian looked into the fire.  “I don’t see that at all,” he said quietly, replying as if she had spoken the words out loud.  “You have such delicate features.  Such high, pronounced cheekbones, slender facial structure, your grandmother’s bright eyes.”  He turned to face her, then reached up and tenderly slid the glasses off her face and set them on the floor.  He looked into her eyes for a full minute, unwavering, until Olivia felt as if she would melt under his gaze.  “You have an honest face, Olivia,” he whispered, cupping the side of her face in his hand and running his thumb along her cheekbone.  “It’s beautiful on you.”

And then he was drawing her closer, his eyes never leaving hers until the moment he swept her lips under his.

Olivia quivered for a moment.  The contact was absolutely electric.  Corrian’s kiss made her skin tingle more than every touch of his hand had before, more than the powerful charge in the air when he walked past.  Her lips softened under his, her tension loosening, her resistance melting away as he lowered her slowly to the floor and kissed away her doubts.  She twined both her arms around him and drew him to her, cupping the back of his head in her hand and running her fingers through his light brown hair.  

His lips moved from hers down to the hollow of her throat, and Olivia felt as if all the air in the room had been sucked out.  She gasped, his hot breath doing wonderful things to her body.  She let her head roll to the side and watched the fire as his hands roamed down over her skin.  It felt so good.

“I have to stop,” he was murmuring over and over against her skin, and she lifted his head with her hands to look into his eyes.  He looked absolutely agonized.  “You’re my apprentice,” he said.  “We shouldn’t do this.”

She looked away and sighed, then pushed him off and got to her feet.  “Okay,” she said bitterly, walking into the kitchen and pouring herself another cup of chocolate from where it was staying warm over the fire.  “Fine.  I don’t care.  It’s your decision, not mine.”

“Well what do you expect?” he said, raising his voice.  “I’m in a position of trust.  I’m not supposed to sleep with my apprentices.”

“I’d hope not, since they’re all prepubescent little kids!” she hollered back, swigging some chocolate and setting the mug aside.

“How would it look?” he asked her.  “How would it look to everyone else if we start having an affair?”

“Maybe like two consenting adults doing what comes naturally,” she snapped back.  “How many decades has it been since you’ve gotten any, really?  Do sorcerers lose their sex drives after the first hundred years?”  She put her hands on her hips, taunting him.

“I’m as young as you are,” he said, more calmly, stalking over to her.  She stood her ground, face flushed from the heat of the nearby fire.  

“Why don’t you try and live your own life instead of worrying about what all the other sorcerers will think?” she asked, stepping forward to meet him at the border between the kitchen and the living room.  Her voice got softer, calmer.  “Why don’t you try and let yourself go for once instead of trying so hard to be perfect?”

“What do you think I want to do most?” he said quietly, firmly, his jaw set.  “Don’t you think I want to just forget everything?  Just pretend, just once, that I’m a normal man and I don’t have any other obligations?”

She looked in his eyes as they stood nose-to-nose, breathing hard.  “Would anyone care?” she whispered, pressing her body against his and looking down at his soft lips.  “Would anyone really care if you found someone for you?”

He licked his lips once and watched as her eyes followed the trail of pink.  “Probably not,” he whispered back, and she raised herself on tip-toes to drag his mouth to hers. 

Corrian was lost.  He kissed her, rougher this time, plundering her mouth and enfolding her in his arms.  She closed her eyes and let herself get lost in the intense sensations weakening her knees and making her entire body flush.  She kissed him back with all the passion within her.  This wasn’t Harold, or some college boyfriend, or a fumbling teenager.  This was a man who knew how to kiss.

Before she knew it she was down on her back on the floor and he was on top of her, one knee in between her thighs, kissing her cheeks and lips and throat.  She arched her back as he bit the tender skin at the base of her neck.  “Don’t stop,” she whispered as he paused at the base of her shirt.  He pulled it up over her head and threw it aside.

It had been a very long time since Corrian had been with a woman.  His body felt thirty-five, with all the drives and needs of an adult man, but he had not had a relationship in years.  Her skin was sweet under his lips, and he nibbled and sucked his way down to the valley between her breasts before unfastening her bra and throwing it in the general direction of her shirt.  He looked up at her face, and her eyes were closed, lips moist and parted, and her entire body was flushed.  He gently cupped her breasts in his palms, running his thumbs over the tips, and listened to her exhale in a sigh.

He rolled her nipples gently between his fingers before bending to take one into his mouth.  Olivia gasped audibly, arching her back, looking down at him suckling gently.  He bit down with his teeth and made her cry out softly, eyes opening and staring blankly at the ceiling.  She felt herself grow damp and felt the familiar tingle between her legs.

After paying equal attention to both sides, Corrian sat back and looked at her, a smile creeping over his face.  “Come downstairs with me,” he whispered.  She sat up and nodded, gathering her clothes and following him quickly down the flight of stairs to the bedroom.

Once there, Corrian lay her down on his soft pile of furs and began kissing her again in earnest.  She pulled away enough to pull his own tunic off and throw it away from her.  His warm skin on hers sent a shiver through her body.  He moved down to her breasts again and all coherent thought left her.

They undressed each other piece by piece, slowly, carefully, with kisses and caresses, until each was naked.  Corrian slid slowly down Olivia’s body, caressing her curves, dipping his tongue into her navel, and gently stroked the warmth between her legs.

She cried out something softly, something that could have been a word or just an exhalation, as he stroked her in just the right places.  She had never had a lover with such an adept touch before.  He was driving her wild with only his fingertips.  Then Corrian looked into her eyes as he dipped two fingers inside of her.

Her cries had turned into soft whimpers of pleasure now as he stroked in and out of her body, arousing her, caressing her most intimate regions.  Then he lowered his lips to replace his hand.

Olivia fell silent as he began to work at her with his tongue.  Her eyelids were quivering.  She had never enjoyed oral sex that much; her other boyfriends had been fairly inept and it was a chore to them.  Corrian seemed to genuinely enjoy it.  He flicked his tongue over her bud as he plunged his fingers inside her again, and she couldn’t stop her hips from thrusting into his face.

When she was close, he stopped, and crawled back up her body to kiss her with a smile on his lips.  She could taste herself in his kiss and found it very arousing.  She reached down to stroke his hard length pressing into her thigh.  “I want you,” she whispered, her eyelids heavy with arousal.

He lifted his head, trying hard to focus with the pleasurable sensations rocking his body.  “I want everything about you,” he murmured, kissing her lips again.  “I won’t do this for only one night.  I want you to be mine.”

“Okay,” she whispered, smiling, and pulled him into her.

They both groaned in pleasure as he slid all the way home.  “Wait,” he said suddenly, withdrawing abruptly and leaving her with an agonizing sensation of being empty.  “I don’t have anything.  I’m clean, you know, but I don’t want you to get pregnant.”

She smiled.  “Good thing I’m clean, too.  But don’t worry.  I’m on the Pill.”  She pulled him back into her with one thrust and all words were forgotten as he buried his length to the hilt.

“You feel so good,” he whispered into her neck, trembling.  “God, it’s been so long.”  

Olivia just wrapped her arms around him and thrust her hips up to his.  They set up a slow, steady rhythm that gradually got harder and faster as the passion increased.  She dipped a hand between their bodies to rub her bud, tiny circles driving her higher and higher.  He arched his back with every thrust, sending his length an extra inch into her every time.  She found her whole body quivering, muscles tense, as she approached her orgasm.

Corrian held off to watch Olivia’s lips press together in a tight line, all her muscles tense as a bowstring, her legs shaking from the strain.  Her finger rubbed his stomach as she stimulated herself, brushing her clit harder with every thrust he made.  He felt himself grow even harder within her as he watched her pleasure herself, something he had always found arousing.  

Suddenly she arched her back and let out a wordless cry, keening as her muscles spasmed around his shaft.  He couldn’t hold back and thrust harder and more erratically as she milked him, driving him over the edge.  He moaned her name as he came inside her, pumping furiously, feeling her nails dig into the muscles of his shoulders.  He relaxed on top of her, gasping, burying his face in her neck.  She stroked his head and sighed, her body going limp, all energy spent.

After a few moments he withdrew and smiled sleepily at her.  She returned the drowsy look and yawned.  Corrian helped her clean up, then pulled the furs over both of them.  Olivia curled into his chest and fell with him into a deep, restful sleep.

13: A Quiet Day at Home

Olivia woke up dazed, her body warm and comfortable.  She rolled off Corrian and sat up, looking around, then at the man just waking up beside her.  The events of the previous night came back to her, and she took a few seconds for her sleep-addled brain to process them.

“Good morning,” Corrian said, yawning, rubbing his head.  “Sleep well?”

She nodded, still a little stunned.  He saw the look on her face, and the best interpretation he could reach was “stricken.”

“Oh, Olivia, you aren’t upset, are you?” he asked.  

She shook her head, blinking sleepily a few times, then grinned.  “Not at all,” she replied.  “Just a little dazed.”  She looked up, as if she could see out the window two stories above her.  “I wonder how much it snowed.”  She yawned.  “What time is it?  I have a class early this afternoon if they weren’t cancelled.”  Olivia stood, taking the fur blanket with her to wrap herself and climbing the stairs.  Corrian pulled his pants on and followed her.

“Wow,” she breathed, looking out the door at the three feet of snow that had fallen overnight.  “I can’t believe it.”  She dashed down to the main floor, her bare feet making slapping sounds on the stairs, and found her cell phone.  She dialed the school’s snow line (after trying for a few minutes to remember it) and was thrilled to hear that classes would not be held that day.

“Thank goodness,” she breathed, turning the phone off.  She hugged the blanket a little tighter around herself, suddenly cold.  “Brr.  How do you wash up in here?” she asked.

Corrian first went around rekindling the fires that had burned out in the fireplaces, then lighting the cooking fire.  He used a match, even though she was sure he could probably just kindle a roaring fire with his bare hands and some fire-making spell.  He removed the chocolate pan (empty after her last mug) from over the fire and instead set a stone kettle, big enough to hold a person, over it.  She was astounded he could even lift the thing, but then realized he was probably acting with more than his own strength.  He set it on a grate over the fire.

“Boiling water?” she guessed.

“Unless you’d rather go roll naked in the snow,” he replied, a small grin creeping over his face.  Olivia had never seen him look so serene and relaxed.  Apparently getting laid agreed with him.  

“No thank you.”  She looked around.  “From where, pray tell, are you getting this water?”

Corrian looked upstairs, then grimaced and grabbed the bucket.  He dumped the water from the bucket into the pot, then dashed up the stairs.  He opened the door.  Olivia heard nothing, and then he came running back down with a bucketful of snow, which he also dumped in.  He did this several more times, not seeming to mind the cold or the snow that was coating his feet, until the bucket was half full.

“Cold,” he said with a smile, scooting as close as he could to the fire without throwing himself into it.  He shivered for a few seconds before warming up.

Olivia drew the blanket around herself again, then peered into the pot where the snow was indeed melting, but not very quickly.  “Can’t you speed it up?” she asked.

He rolled his eyes.  “You’re the fire sorcerer, not me.  You do it.”

She tucked the blanket end inbetween her breasts to keep from losing it, then raised her hands above the pot and tried to draw the flames into it.  The fire started growing taller, then diving into the pot.  She heard the sizzling of fire being extinguished, and then steam poured out of it.  She cut the fire down immediately, coughing, and Corrian laughed.  She gave him a dirty look.

“Try something different,” he encouraged.  “Think this time.  Always think before you act, especially in sorcery.”

This time, Olivia paused.  What would make the snow melt quicker?  A hotter fire, of course.  She focused at the base of the flames and tried to raise the temperature.  The blue base of flame began growing until the flames were mostly blue and they both had to take a step backward from the heat.  The snow was melting quickly and soon the pot was entirely filled with water rather than snow.  Olivia let the flames burn blue until the water began to steam, then let them cool down to a moderate temperature for fire.

“Very good,” he praised, and without any warning lifted the pot into the air without touching it.  She stepped back as he set it down right in front of them, right on the floor, with nothing under it.  It levitated for a second before setting down.

She knew better than to ask.  Sorcerers, as she was discovering more and more, had skills of which they spoke little.  She dipped her hand in the pot and found that it was just warm enough to heat her nicely, but not hot enough to burn.

“Perfect,” she sighed, and as she withdrew, accidentally brushed the edge of the cauldron.  “Ooh!” she exclaimed automatically, pulling away from instinct, then realized that it wasn’t hot.  The kettle was the same temperature as the water: just warm enough.

“It’s enchanted,” he explained, without telling more.  “It’ll stay warm for hours.  You can go first.”

She didn’t need to be told twice.  She dropped the blanket, all modesty lost, and climbed over the tall rim to sink inside the water.  She submerged herself to the neck and felt all tension drain away.  It had been so long since she had taken a hot bath. 

Corrian took a hand-woven cloth and dipped it into the water, then began washing her back.  She sighed in contentment as he cleansed her entire body, practically falling into the pot to do so.

“It’s big enough for two, you know,” she said coyly, and he undressed to climb in after her.

After getting completely washed, they got out and dried off by the fire.  Olivia dried her hair and brushed it with her fingers, feeling completely settled.

“I wish I could move in here with you,” she said, disappointed that she had to go back.

He shook his head.  “That wouldn’t work.  You’ll have to go back once the path can be walked.”  There were ways to clear it, of course, but he didn’t want to tell her any of them.  “That’s a few nights.”

“How will I get to class?” she asked.

He thought a moment.  “Well, then you should leave as soon as classes start again.  If you can’t walk through the snow, you will have to levitate yourself through the woods.”

She laughed.  “You’re joking, right?  I’ve only done that once, and it was last night.  AND you had me filled up with chocolate.  I don’t know if I could do it again.”

“Well that,” he replied, “is what we’re going to work on today.”

Levitation wasn’t as hard as she had made it seem that first day by the river.  After only a few false starts, Olivia had made it look easy.  She was hovering all around the room by lunch time.

“Very good,” he praised, looking over from his post over the cooking fire.  He was mixing some sort of stew.  “Can you roll over, or just lift straight up?”

“You obviously haven’t been paying attention,” she laughed, turning somersaults in the air.  “I feel like an astronaut on a space station.”  She floated through the air of the training room, moving her arms and legs like a person swimming, and traveled over to the kitchen.  “Why is it,” she began, “that it’s hard to get up here and hard to come down, but easy to stay either here or on the ground?”

“It’s all Newton,” Corrian replied, sipping from the wooden ladle to test the spices in the stew.  “Objects in motion remain in motion and those at rest remain at rest.  Of course, Newton didn’t understand that those rules also apply for going up and coming down.  Your body wants to remain in whatever state it’s in.  That’s why we don’t have to worry about you floating up into the air during the time you’re teaching a class, for instance.”  He looked up at her making laps around the kitchen.  “Oh, please come down, Olivia, you really look ridiculous.”

Affecting a hurt face, she concentrated enough to bring herself down to the ground.  Her knees were instantly shaky.  “Why so I feel like this?” she asked, grabbing his shoulder for support.

“Your muscles don’t use themselves as much without gravity,” he replied.  “It’s like you’ve been sitting still for the two hours you’ve been in the air.  Your legs especially, because I noticed you use your arms mainly when you’re moving around.  You need to start using your legs more and this won’t happen.”

“Okay,” she replied, stretching her muscles.  “It’s weird, you know?”  She stole a bite from the stew.  “Do you remember?” she asked.  “Do you remember what it was like to learn?”

He smiled wistfully.  “Barely.  I grew up in a family of sorcerers.  I was trained from birth.  They used to tell me I was levitating in my crib.”

“What happened to them?” she asked.  “I thought you guys didn’t die.”

“We don’t,” he answered.  Then, more quietly, “Not unless we choose to.”  He stirred the stew again.  “They had lived long lives.  Eventually, when we outgrow our usefulness to the people around us, we lose the will to live.”

“They outgrew their usefulness?” she repeated carefully.

He smiled.  “Not to me, of course.  And the Board didn’t think so, either.  But they knew they weren’t as much of contributors as they were a hundred years before.  So they chose to die.  It’s nice, actually,” he amended.  “They got their affairs in order, said their goodbyes, and passed on quite peacefully together.”  He sniffed once, looking down into the stew, and Olivia knew it was still a fresh memory for him.  “It’s too bad all people can’t go that way.”  He rubbed his eye, pretending to have something in it.  “Anyway, that wasn’t the question.  Yeah, yeah, I remember a little of my training.  I remember finding my element.”

“Water?” she remembered.

He nodded.  “Water.  I grew up in it.  Was swimming since I could walk.  It was like breathing to me.  It fascinated me when I first learned that most people had to be taught to swim.”

She laughed.  “I bet.”

“I used to make it move, flow, the way you do with fire.  My parents were fascinated.  Apparently it took them until they were much older.  I knew my element from the time I was three.”

“And you remember that?”

He nodded.  “Yeah, pretty clearly.”  He sipped at the stew.  “Mmm. It’s done.  Here, grab a bowl and I’ll get you some.”

Olivia took a wooden bowl from the cupboard and brought it over to him.  He ladled some thick stew into the bowl.  “Spoons are in the drawer.  Help yourself.”  Olivia located the spoons and other silverware and took a spoon for herself and one for Corrian.  He had just finished dishing out lunch for himself.

“Come sit here in front of the fire with me,” he invited, leading her over to the fireplace.  She sat cross-legged on her cushion, which was beginning to feel even comfortable.  “I never thought I’d be here,” she confided over a mouthful of beef stew.  “Sharing lunch with a hot guy in a snowstorm, I mean.”

He laughed.  “Yeah, well, I had given up hope of any relationship ever again, but it shows you that you live and learn.”  They ate in silence for a few minutes, listening to the crackling fire.  

“So I have to stay with Harold?” Olivia asked unhappily.  “How am I supposed to do that without raising suspicion when I sneak off to visit you?”

“You told him I’m an old friend.  Tell him I’m in one of your classes or something.  Tell him I want to help you with your thesis.  Tell him whatever you want.  But you need to make yourself invaluable to him.”

“So you can get to Bellum,” she finished.  “I see.  So am I really more than just bait?”

He paused.  “Well, you’re not really bait.  Bellum doesn’t want anything to do with you.  He just wants to know where the Source is, and we want to know where he is, so you’re more of a spy.”

“Good,” she replied, nodding.  “I’d rather think of myself as a spy than as bait.”

He smiled.  “I’m glad.”  He took another mouthful of stew, chewed, and swallowed.  “Anyway, you’re going to a Squatters party Friday night.  I don’t want you to bring him.  Tell him you have a lot of papers to correct.”

“I think it’d be better if I brought him,” Olivia disagreed.

Corrian shook his head.  “No, you can’t.  He’ll find out who all the Squatters are.”

“And he’ll probably bring Bellum,” Olivia countered.  “You could take him on once and for all.”

“It doesn’t work that way.  I can’t just kill him.”  Corrian sighed.  “I won’t put you in that kind of danger yet.”

She shrugged.  “Suit yourself.”  She finished her stew, scooping the last few mouthfuls.  “Are you eventually going to do something about this guy?”

“Eventually.”  Corrian finished his stew as well.  “When the time comes.” 

He would say no more about it.

“What was that room I was in?” Olivia asked.  “I forgot to ask you last night.  What did the mirror do?  Where did it take me?”

“The sorcerer’s mirror has the ability to make you see into other people’s lives.  Once you become more skilled, you can just look into it and see what you want to see.  Until then, you can pass through it and exist in someone else’s world.  Last night, you existed in Harold’s.  That mirror is a very rare artifact of sorcery.  Amazingly powerful.”

“How did you get one?”

“The Board gave me one to assist Abigail when she first started proving her power.  Water sorcerers benefit greatly from having a mirror like that around.”

“Are there any such things for fire sorcerers?” Olivia asked eagerly.

He smiled.  “There are artifacts for every element, yes.”  When she went to inquire further, he clammed up and wouldn’t divulge any greater secrets.

“So what is this Board you keep discussing?” she asked.  “Some panel of sorcerers?”

He nodded.  “That woman you met, Rhiannon.  She’s part of the Board.  Then there’s Gruthery.  He’s the man in charge.  Looks old, but of course he’s no older than any of the rest of us.  Darmenia, on the other hand, looks like she’s seven.  We call that our “staying age.”  She’s a very powerful sorcerer.  Armere used to be a monk.  He isn’t as strong as some of the others, but to get on the Board, you have to be very powerful.  He’s got a staying age of about 20.”  Corrian counted the people off on his fingers.  “Let’s see who else.  Melanie.  She’s very, very strong.  She’s made a lot of enemies in the sorcery community.  Doesn’t have a lot of tact, Melanie.”  He smiled.  “And I’m on it, too, although I don’t attend many of the meetings.  That’s all the people on the Board, although there are subcommittees and other ridiculous diplomatic formations.  Sometimes sorcery is just another bureaucratic hullabaloo.  That’s why I avoid the meetings as much as possible.”

“Do I get to meet this Board?”

“Eventually.  Once I decide you’ve trained enough with me and are ready to be a sorcerer in your own right.”

“What happens then?”

He paused.  “That is something we’ll deal with when the time is right.”

She had learned that that meant the discussion was over, so she let the subject drop.

They made their way back to the fireplace, where Olivia decided she was absurdly sleepy (must’ve been the hot stew, she reasoned) and stretched out on the floor.  Of course, the floor was wood, so it wasn’t very comfortable, but the cushion was a nice pillow and the fire was decidedly soothing.  She resolved that she would just rest for a little while.

Olivia woke to warm lips against hers.  She smiled against them through the dull haze of sleep, lips curling around his.  She opened her eyes lazily at last.  “Hi,” she said sleepily.  “Did I fall asleep?”

“About two hours ago,” Corrian replied.  “I think you needed that.”

“I don’t know why,” she answered, sitting up.  “I slept well last night.”

“When we were sleeping, you mean,” he teased.

She blushed.  “Yeah.”

“Wanna go upstairs and not sleep some more?” he asked, kissing her again. 

“That depends,” she replied coyly.  “Are you going to teach me any more sorcery tonight?”

“Of course!” he said, affecting a hurt expression.  “Do you think that I would ever take advantage of this arrangement?  You are my apprentice, after all.”

She pulled back.  “Are there really any rules against sleeping with your apprentice?” she asked.

He paused, searching his memory.  “Actually, you are the first apprentice we’ve had over the age of fifteen.  So it’s never been an issue before.”

“So there’s no rule against it, then.”  

A grin was beginning to break out over his face.  “No,” he replied.  “No, I suppose there isn’t.”  And he kissed her into silence.

14: Back to Routine

Classes were held the following day.  Corrian woke Olivia up at the crack of dawn.  “What time is your first class?” he asked her, nudging her sleeping form.

“Nine thirty,” she replied, sleep slurring her words together.  “Are classes held?”  She reached around on the floor for her cell phone and blinked at the numbers, trying to clear her vision.  She typed the number into the keypad and made a definitely disgruntled sound.  “All classes are being held today,” she grumbled.  

“What are you taking?” he asked.

“Well, today I have Byronic Hero, which is actually a pretty good class.  I like the guy who teaches it.  He’s no dim bulb like some of the other ones in the department.  Then this afternoon at 1 there’s the class I teach, Seminar in Literary Studies.  I have a group of mostly Freshmen hoping to be admitted to the English major.  They take my class first.”

“I see.  Do they like it?  I can’t imagine what it must be like, this college business.”

“What kind of school do sorcerers attend?” Olivia asked, curious.  “Just your apprenticeship?”

“Well, the apprentices are not just with their masters to learn sorcery.  I also teach basic classes like Math, English, History, all sorts of stuff.”  He looked quite proud.  “I say, I’m best at History.  Lived much of it, you see.”

“Well, things are different at college.  We don’t have private tutors.”

“Yeah, that’s a bummer.  Always believed you learn best one-on-one.”  He blushed as she rose naked from the bed, thinking of the recent implications that phrase had.   “I don’t mean it in that way, of course,” he stammered.

“I know,” she said, smiling.  “Oh, looks like I’ll have to skip my shower today.  I don’t look too bad, do I?”

“Well,” he observed objectively, “you’re glowing.  Anyone with half an eye could see that you’ve been laid within the last twenty-four hours.”

She grinned, then stretched.  “I’m glad.  Let em wonder.”

“Harold is going to wonder why you didn’t call him last night, I’m sure,” Corrian said, rising and getting dressed, finding a clean tunic and pants from the neat pile in the corner.

“Too bad I couldn’t get any reception in this terrible storm,” Olivia countered, finishing dressing and brushing her hair.  She caught a whiff of her clothing.  “Phew.  I could really use something different to wear today.  I’ve had these on for three days now and I … well, reek.”

He laughed.  “Here, let me see what I can find.”  He rummaged around in the corner, looking through his clothing.  He pulled out a tunic, dyed blue, that looked like it would fit her.  “Haven’t worn this in years,”  he said.  “Doesn’t fit anymore.  Looks like it will be a little big, but it doesn’t smell bad.”  

She tried it on and found that it fit fine.  “Thanks,” she said, climbing the stairs to grab her coat and boots.  “Listen, I don’t know if I can come back tonight.  I don’t want to arouse too much suspicion.”  She paused at the door.  “But I want to see you.”

He grinned.  “Then I’ll come see you.”  He kissed her on the lips.  “Now, off you go.  That snow’s mighty deep.  Let’s see how well you can levitate this morning.”

After two tries, Olivia managed to lift out of the snow and hover a foot or so above it, smiling wildly.  “This isn’t so bad,” she confided.

“Good.  Now hurry back to class before you’re missed.”

Olivia set off through the forest, flying along, completely at ease with herself and the world.  The wind whipped through her coat as she picked up speed.  She regretted that she wouldn’t be able to use this form of transportation other times, at least not when there were people around.  It was a shame.

She touched down right at the edge of the old chapel, after she first looked around to make sure no one was nearby when she emerged from the forest.  She had just set her feet on the ground when she heard a voice boom from inside the chapel “I knew it!”

Olivia turned to see Esther running out the door, hair askew.  For a moment she panicked.  Esther had obviously seen her levitating.  Could Esther be trusted?

Then a voice in her head reminded her that Esther was a main figure in the Squatters Underground, which meant not only could she be trusted, but she probably knew all about the sorcerers with whom she was working.  Had she met Corrian?  Olivia could only wonder.

“I knew you were one of them.  I just knew it.  I knew there had to be a way you hadn’t gotten caught when it was so obvious that you were living in the most conspicuous place in the library.”  Her eyes were shining.  She was obviously delighted that Olivia was a sorcerer.  “Who taught you?  How long have you been training?  Why didn’t you TELL me?”  She gave Olivia a little shove.  “I mean, it’s not like I don’t know it goes on.”  She was still clearly pleased.

“Well, I’m training with Corrian.  I’ve only been training for about six weeks, maybe closer to two months now, if you count that book.  I didn’t know this was such a common thing, I mean I only found out about the whole coalition thing two nights ago; it’s not like sorcerers are all that common.  I mean, I didn’t think any of this was really happening at first.  It all came upon me so suddenly…” she paused, realizing she was babbling.  “Listen, I have a nine thirty class.  Let’s get together for an early lunch and I’ll tell you everything.”

Byronic Hero, usually the most interesting class of Olivia’s week, dragged on interminably.  She kept glancing at the clock as the Professor droned on.  At least they were starting Dracula that week.  She would enjoy that book, she was sure.  After all, if sorcerers really existed, what sort of other characters existed?  Were there werewolves?  Vampires?  Demons?  She shuddered to think of what monstrous creatures from her fairy tales were in fact reality.  Or maybe she was making all of it up.

Class was at last over.  She had managed to make a few comments so as not to appear completely disinterested, but was none the happier when he dismissed them at ten forty five and she could go meet Esther.

They ate at the on-campus coffee shop for brunch.  Esther had a vegetable omelet (she was vegetarian) and Olivia had eggs over easy with toast and home fries.  She ate like a woman starved.  Corrian’s cooking was very good, of course, but she loved her traditional breakfast fare.  

Over eggs and toast and the other breakfast foods present, Olivia spilled the entire story to Esther.  From discovering the book (“I KNEW that wasn’t a journal, was Esther’s comment) to learning levitation over a cup of hot chocolate, she spilled her entire last few days.  Except, of course, for two details.  Harold’s real story, and the fact that she had slept with Corrian.  She didn’t know why she chose to keep those facts hidden, well, at least not the one regarding Corrian.  Harold’s story was a different case entirely.  It was a wise choice, she decided, that Esther know nothing about him.  She might already know something.  Who knew.  But as for her personal encounters with her sorcery master, she didn’t reveal a word.  She just knew she wasn’t yet comfortable revealing these things.  Not even to Esther.

“So you’re still coming Friday night, right?” Esther asked.  “And you’re not bringing that dud Harold, are you?”

Olivia shook her head, about to denounce Harold for being boring and pushy, but then realized she had to pretend she still liked him.  “Well, he’s a nice guy,” she said, almost choking on the words, “But he isn’t very exciting.  I don’t think the party would be a good place for him.”

Esther nodded.  “Well, your taste in men aside, I think you’re right.  What about that sorcery guy you’re working with?  Corrian, was that his name?  Why don’t you bring him?  I’ve never met him.  You’re sure he’s on the Board?”

Olivia nodded.  “Absolutely sure.  He doesn’t go to many meetings.  But no, I think it would be wise to keep him out of this.  Can’t be much of a party if your teacher’s hanging around, right?”  She forced a smile.  She wished he were going to the party.

“Well, it’s a shame you won’t have a date.  Gary’s pretty excited about it.”

“Hey, listen.  About Gary.”  Olivia scooted closer.  “You said he just moved in here recently.  How much does he know about everything?  About the whole sorcery situation?”

Esther laughed.  “Don’t worry.   He may be my boyfriend, but he doesn’t know everything I know.  He hasn’t been approved for all the knowledge yet.  Not everyone has to know.  I’d like him to find out, of course, cause I’m always keeping secrets, but I don’t think it’d be right to bend the rules just because I’m on the main committee of S.U..  Wouldn’t be fair to everyone else.”  She took a sip of orange juice.  

Olivia breathed a sigh of relief.  That meant Esther’s loyalties were to the safety of the Source first.  She wouldn’t be swayed by anyone making a play for her affections.  “Listen,” she said, “I have to get to class.  I’ll catch up with you soon, okay?”

“Sure.”  Esther smiled.  “Have a good time tonight.”

But before Olivia could ponder what that meant, she knew she had to focus on getting her head in order for her class.

It wasn’t too bad, after all, leading that class full of half-coherent students through the day’s discussion.  She had them reading Light in August to finish the semester.  Although it was pretty heavy reading, they seemed to be taking to the Faulkner quite well.  Seemed interested in the more inflammatory nature of some of the text.  Even James, the one with Neolithic eyebrows, was fascinated by the thread of sexual violence that ran through the story.  Olivia didn’t think his interest was that far fetched, but checked herself for mindless stereotyping.  Her other students had even read the assignment.  She was pleased, so pleased that she could hardly contain it.  She let them go five minutes late, totally by accident, because discussion was proceeding as an actual college discussion was supposed to proceed.  She only had to prod them a few times.  At dismissal, they scampered out the door, leaving her alone with the room.

She was gathering her papers when Harold walked in.  She immediately dropped everything all over her desk again.

“Hi,” he greeted her, smiling.  How had she missed that coldness in his eyes, that calculating way he looked at her?  She shuddered, but tried to control it.

“Hi,” she replied, forcing herself to lean up and give him a kiss.  “I’m sorry I didn’t call you.  I was having the most fascinating time!  It’s too bad you couldn’t have seen it.”  There, that should pique his interest.

“Seen what?” he asked, gliding closer.  “What did you see that was so fascinating?”

She pretended to almost speak and then catch herself.  “It’s a secret.  I’m not supposed to tell.  But I’m sure Corrian wouldn’t mind if I brought you there sometime.  It’s so romantic.”

“Is that your friend that you’ve been hanging out with?” he asked.  How could she have mistaken that dislike for something as mild as jealousy?  

“Yes, that’s him.  His name’s Corrian.  I spent some time with him and he showed me this beautiful place…” again she caught herself, hoping he would get the bait.

“Well you should take me there,” he said, smiling, and there was a cruel twist to his lips.  “Maybe tonight?”

She should’ve anticipated his interest.  She had to think quickly.  “Um, well, I’d like to, but you can only see it during the full moon.”  There, that was good.  It had been a full moon a few nights ago, right?  She hoped so.  Or at least that Harold didn’t know either way.

“Oh.  Well when the next full moon comes around, then.”  He smiled.  “Can’t go letting romantic places go unseen, now can we?”  He put his arms around her, and she froze in his embrace.  “Let’s gather up your stuff and then go for some coffee.  It’s pretty cold outside.”

After suffering through coffee at the local shop with Harold, Olivia made her way back to her apartment in the library.  She used the bathroom and then went back to collapse on her air mattress.  She felt like she needed a shower.  Harold’s touch made her feel more and more sleazy with each passing minute.  She changed into a comfortable sweatshirt and some pajama pants and settled down.

Looking to her left, Olivia saw the sorcery book lying undisturbed.  She picked it up and opened to the introduction.

It had changed again.  It mentioned the importance of proper communication with one’s sorcery master, as well as responsible use of some of the more powerful spells.  She read through it, then flipped through the rest of the book.

The entire book had been filled with spells.  Every page had something new on it.  She leafed through until the very end.  The last twenty or so pages were blank.  She supposed that those were more advanced spells, spells she couldn’t handle.  But the rest of the book was filled in entirely.  It was like opening the door to a fairy land.

The Table of Contents now listed the spells by their element.  There was a section on “General Spells for Beginning Sorcerers,” followed by a section for Earth, Fire, Air, and Water.  She was most interested in the fire spells, but she leafed first through the general spells.

The spells that she had first learned, the telekinesis spell and the botany section, were now the first two sections in the book.  The section on telekinesis was now labeled as “Testing spell: Determining the Proficiency in Sorcery for Candidates.”  She was pleased to realize she had the proficiency from the beginning.  At least she passed that test.

The entire beginning section was filled with the spells Corrian had taught her over the first few weeks.  The last spell in the beginning section was “Advanced Levitation,” the spell in which she had finally found moderate proficiency.  At last she could wait no more, and turned eagerly to the section on Fire sorcery.

“How’s it coming?”

The familiar voice in the doorway made her look up and smile, almost dropping the ball of flames which she had managed to form in the palms of her hands.  “Hi, Corrian,” she greeted him, bouncing the ball of fire back and forth.  

“I see you’ve found the section on your element,” he commented.  He sat next to her, making the air mattress bounce.  “Make sure you spend equal time learning about the other elements besides Fire, or else you’ll end up like one of those sorcerers who can never advance.”  He looked over her shoulder.

“Corrian,” Olivia asked, setting the book on her knees, “where did this book come from?”

“Well, we used one of the library Squatters to push it off the shelf at you.”  He scratched his head.  “I thought you knew that.”

“No, I mean before that.  Who created it?  Why does it change every time I read it?  Is it enchanted?”

He shook his head.  “No, for something to be enchanted, it had to be real to begin with.  If you enchant something, you take a real physical object and put a spell on it.  This book was created with pure sorcery.”  He took it from her and turned it over in his hands.  “Only one man could’ve made this.  And that’s Cornelius.”

“Cornelius who?”

“Just Cornelius.  Most of us lose our last names after a while.  It becomes unnecessary.  Cornelius is an interesting man.  Skilled beyond all others in the craft of making magical artifacts.  He’s very old, and has a very old staying age.  He looks almost as old as he is.”  Corrian smiled wistfully.  “Haven’t seen Cornelius in many years, but that doesn’t mean he isn’t back to his old antics.  Making magical things, that is.  It was always his favorite pastime.  Of course, none of his objects are exactly as they seem.” 

He turned the book over again and fingered the brass medallion.  “Interesting…” he said thoughtfully.  “Did you ever look at this closely?”

She shook her head.  “No.  Why, what is it?”

“Nothing.  It just seems that it’s not a normal mirror.”

She touched it with a fingertip.  “What do you mean?”  It looked normal to her.

“Watch,” he directed, and as she watched, she saw the metal swirl liquidly around the medallion, following the trail of her finger as if she were stirring a substance.  She pulled back immediately with a gasp.

“What is it?” she asked.

He shook his head thoughtfully.  “I’m not sure.”  He touched it like she had, and the metal swirled with his finger but rebounded immediately.  “It looks like whatever it is doesn’t want our interference.”

“How do you figure?”

“It bit me.”  He smiled and held up his fingertip, which sure enough had a cut in it.  

She shied back away from the book.  “I don’t want that thing near me,” she protested.

He laughed.  “No, it’s probably harmless.  Cornelius doesn’t make things that injure people for fun.  This hides something more important.  But to obey one of the cardinal rules of sorcery, don’t disturb anything without just cause.  And whatever this medallion really is, it doesn’t want to be disturbed.”  With that, he opened the cover and leafed through the pages.

“So you’re not going to see what it is?”  She was dying to know what the mirror was all about.

He shook his head, a mild smile on his face.  “It’ll reveal itself in due time.  Don’t worry.  Now, let’s work on some of these Earth spells with you.”

Several hours later, exhausted, Olivia had tried out some of each of the Earth, Air, Fire, and Water spells.  She definitely excelled at the Fire ones, but that could be a self-fulfilling prophesy as much as an actual situation, and she didn’t want to make a claim either way.  

“Do you want to stay over?” she asked when it was becoming obvious the training for that night was over.

“There isn’t much room for me,” he replied.  “Besides, you have early class tomorrow.  Why don’t you try and make it tomorrow night down to see me?  We can do some work with Fire sorcery in a better environment than this.”

“Sure.”  She smiled against his lips as he kissed her.  “Good night.”

“Good night,” he replied, and left.

15: The Hannigan Three

“Okay.  So you want to watch your drink.”  Esther pulled Olivia closer as they walked up the snowy hill to the Hannigan Dining Hall.  “Most of these parties are clean, but once in a while there’s some whacko who wants to knock boots with the sorcerer girls at any and all costs.”

“You mean there are more?” Olivia said excitedly.  “Other sorcerers will be at this party?”

Esther shrugged.  “Sometimes they show up.  Some of the younger ones, anyway.  Not too many, but enough to make it interesting.  I think they’re keeping an eye out for new Squatters, but you never know.”

The basement of Hannigan was a loud and happening place.  Olivia flinched the minute the roaring music reached her ears.  “How do you stand this?” she hollered at Esther, who was already grinning and moving to the music’s rhythm.

“You get used to it,” Esther hollered back.

“When’s Gary getting here?” Olivia asked.

“He said he’d catch up about 10.  Had some things to do in town.”  Esther spotted someone and started dragging Olivia over by the hand. 

“These are the Hannigan Three,” she introduced to Olivia.  Olivia looked at them.  They were each about 25 years old, give or take a year.  “This is Crusher.”  Olivia shook hands with a man about her height and stature with large classes and red hair that stuck up in the back.  “This is Blitz.”  Blitz was a little taller, very skinny, and had wide-set large eyes that made him look a little like a goldfish.  “And this is Fred.”  Fred was about 6’3”, with long blonde hair pulled back in a ponytail, and a football player’s build.  “Guys, this is Olivia.”

“Rockin’ party, huh?” Blitz asked, looking around at the fifty or so people who were dancing and milling around.  “This is one of the best ones we’ve thrown.”

“Olivia’s a new sorcerer,” Esther bragged, pushing her friend forward.

“Wicked!” Fred commented, looking her up and down.  His English accent seemed out of place somehow.  “How long you’ve been training?  Who are you apprenticed to?”

“Corrian,” Olivia replied.  “And it’s only been about two months now.”

“That’s pretty awesome.  You might want to talk to that one over there.”  Crusher pointed to a young man standing in the corner.  “I think he’s one of you guys.”  Olivia looked through the darkened room and saw someone who looked in his early twenties wearing a long brown robe.  His head was entirely shaved.  She realized he was probably the one on the Board who was the monk…Armere?  Was that his name?  She made a note to introduce herself later.

Esther steered her over to where the Hannigan Three had instituted the open bar.  It was a BYOB party, but people apparently didn’t mind sharing, because there were bottles and cans of everything spread out all over the table.  Olivia took a bottle of Heineken; Esther poured a glass of white wine from a box.  Olivia raised an eyebrow.

“What?” Esther asked defensively.  “I like boxed wine.  I’m a cheap date.”

They mingled until ten, when a new group of people showed up.  Olivia had already met five people who lived in the library, some even on the floor above her, a few from the museum on campus, three who lived in the other Dining Hall (Brett) and a handful from academic buildings.  Even some “North campus” Squatters had come down.  They were mostly science students from North campus.  One of them had even brought whisky made from his own still (chemical distiller, he insisted on calling it).  

Gary arrived with the ten o’clock group of people.  He sought Esther out right away and gave her a huge hug, kissing her right on the lips.  She enjoyed every minute of it.  Esther had single-handedly taken out the entire box of wine, and was feeling pretty giddy.  Olivia had restricted herself to only two beers.

A group had gathered around the center of the basement, where a couple of people were performing basic spells to a smattering of applause.  There was a girl with green-streaked hair who was levitating small objects (mostly other people’s drinks), a man with a moustache causing random members of the crowd to spontaneously illuminate, and another girl making fire burst from her fingertips in shooting jets.

“There are a few at every party,” said Blitz, who had wandered up behind them and was eating a large ham sandwich.  “Some new sorcerers who need to show off.”  He shook his head.  “The real ones aren’t doing anything.  Sometimes I think these guys weren’t even trained.”

“They probably weren’t,” said a voice from behind them.  Olivia turned to see Armere the monk standing there.  He smiled and extended a hand in greeting.  “You must be Olivia.”

“Yes, and you’re…Armere?” she tried tentatively.  He grinned broadly.

“I see Corrian’s told you all about the Board.  These three,” he gestured, “took a few simple lessons before we decided they couldn’t be trained.  None of them wanted to use the skill responsibly.  A pity, really,” he said, looking at the fire girl.  “Some of them could’ve been quite great.  Now they’re just a side show.”

The music came back up, louder, which was Fred’s way of putting an end to the display.  People started dancing again.  Olivia danced with Armere, then with a few North college Squatters, then joined a group milling around the food table.  The Hannigan Three really had scavenged a massive quantity of food for the party, from bite-sized hors d’oevres to an entire ham.  Olivia munched a handful of black olives and made light conversation with the people around her.  Then someone asked her to dance, and she was back in the thick of everything.

“I’m surprised he couldn’t be here.”

Olivia overheard the woman to her left talking to her dance partner.  She tried to steer her own dance partner – Crusher this time – closer so she could hear what they were saying. 

“You know he doesn’t like to attend these things anymore.  Not since he found himself a REAL place to live.”  The man talking, Olivia saw once she turned enough to see, was the man who was making people light up before.  “I’m so jealous of Harold.  If Bear had invited any of us to his service, WE could have helped him find the Source.”

“Shush!” urged his partner, the green-haired telekinesis girl.  “Don’t talk about the Source in here.  Everyone here’s part of S.U..  You want to get us moved to the Visitor’s Center?  Cause that’s what’ll happen, you know.”  She shook her head.  “That’s one step away from a paying apartment.”

“Harold doesn’t have it so bad,” her partner argued, and Olivia accidentally stepped on Crusher’s toes.  

“Sorry,” she apologized when he winced.  She then listened even harder.

“He’s got a nice apartment.  Getting moved off wasn’t as bad for him as we thought it was going to be.  Bear found him a place near the center of town.  He’s within walking distance from everything there.”

“But he’s a lot farther from the Source,” Green Hair argued.  “Bellum should know better than to use him.  Harold’s got some chick now, some sorcerer chick, and he’s convinced Bellum that she can give him all the answers.”

“That’s a crock.  You and I both know they don’t give beginning sorcerers access to the Source.  Not even everyone on the Board knows where it is.”

“Oh, they all know.”  She shook her head.  “It’s a conspiracy, I tell you.  Trying to keep all of us subdued.  If we had just stayed in long enough to find it, boy, we could be right with Bellum on his rise to the top.  Instead, whiny Harold will get all the glory.”

“But you have someone too,” the man replied. 

She nodded.  “I’ve been talking to one of the Squatters from North campus.  He has to know something.  He’s been a Squatter for over a year; he must be part of the underground.  But he totally was hitting on me earlier.  I’ll find out what he knows by next week.”

Crusher had spun her out of the conversation, then, and Olivia was helpless to get back.  The pair had scooted off the dance floor and were making their way toward the door.  

The party wound down about two in the morning.  Olivia helped Gary walk a very tipsy Esther back to the chapel, then headed back to the library.  It was an uneasy walk.  Even with her the heightened sense of perception that her studies had given her, Olivia felt unsafe.  She made it back home without incident, however, and soon fell into a deep sleep.

“I’m not surprised.”  Corrian shook his head.   Olivia looked up from her place on the floor of his living room, laying on her stomach making figures dance in the flames of the fireplace.  The green-haired girl and illumination man pantomimed their conversation the way she remembered it, moving to imaginary music from their place in the fire.  “I knew Bellum had to have a few people working with him to get the Source.  Otherwise, Harold would be trying a lot harder.  Bellum would make sure of that.”

“I don’t know about the person she’s talking about,” Olivia confessed.  “If he’s not a very strong person, I’m afraid of the influence that Miss Green Hair will have on him.”

“His name’s Norton.  He doesn’t know anything,” Corrian assured her.  “He’s not even part of the Underground.”

“So we’re in no danger,” Olivia said, rolling onto her side and resting her head on her hand.  “Bellum won’t be able to find out where the Source is through me, and certainly not through Norton.”

“Right.”  Corrian said it, but Olivia recognized a tone of uneasiness in his voice.  He changed the subject quickly.

“You’re progressing very well in this book,” Corrian said, rubbing his hand against the leather bound cover.  She had brought the book with her that time, carried it the entire way to his cabin under her coat.  “I think it’s about time you met some of the sorcerers on the Board.”

“I met Armere,” she said excitedly.  “He’s very nice.  He was at the party last night.”

Corrian smiled.  “Armere never misses a party, especially one by the Hannigan Three.  He used to live in the area that’s now the Hannigan Dining Hall, and I think he feels ties to the place.  That and his staying age make him always in the mood for a party.  How is Armere, anyway?”

“He seems to be doing well,” Olivia said.  “He’s the only sorcerer I recognized there.”

“Well I doubt he was the only one there,” Corrian said.  “We can blend in when we want to.”

“I’m sure you can,” she agreed.  “But it’s hard to tell who’s a sorcerer when you aren’t making flames jump out of your hands.”

“I doubt you could pick out a sorcerer who didn’t want to be found,” Corrian said thoughtfully, watching the figures in the fire continue to dance, long forgotten by Olivia.  “Disguise is one of the things you learn fairly soon into advanced study.”

“How long does it take to reach advanced study?” she asked, curious.

He laughed.  “Longer than the two months you’ve been training,” he said.  “At least several years.”

“Oh.”  She paused.  “How many more spells are there?  I feel like I’ve learned a lot just from this book.  How much can there be to do?”

Corrian ran a hand through his light hair, then looked at her very seriously.  “You will learn all the spells you will ever need to learn within the first two to three months of studying sorcery.  In your case, this book,” he held it up, “holds all you need to learn.  Beyond that point,” he paused, searching for the right words, “you aren’t learning spells.  Sorcery is so much more than making things move or light up.  That’s the difference between you or I and those people you met at the Hannigan party.  Up until this point, you have learned the parlor tricks.  Once you know the spells, then you learn the art.”  

Corrian folded his hands in his lap and straightened his back, sitting upright, in his “sorcery master” mode.  “You must learn control of your mind.  You will soon learn that there is an intent behind every spell you cast, every object you move, and you must be completely conscious of this intent at all times or you will never be a successful sorcerer.  Intent is everything.  Furthermore, you will learn the nature of everything you encounter.  You will learn how things move, how they interact, how their very molecules vibrate.  I will teach you to be in touch with your environment like you have never been before.  You will know without looking who is behind you, and you will be able to read their thoughts if you so desire.  You will be able to look into the heart of someone and see their deepest fears, their most hidden longings.  What you do with this information will rest solely in the purity of your own heart.  Again, you will come back to ‘intent.’  Your intent will decide what kind of sorcerer you will become.  Will you be a creator or a destroyer?  I can’t decide that for you.  You must see what is written in here.”  He pointed to her heart.

“What of my grandmother Abigail?” Olivia asked.  “What was she?”

“Abigail could never decide her true intent,” Corrian said gently.  “She decided that she wanted to pursue sorcery when she was offered the opportunity at a very young age, but she didn’t know her own intent and just sought the glory it provides.  This is a fine beginning for any child.  You can’t expect any more from them.  But Abigail was too much with the world.”

“What do you mean by that?” Olivia asked.  “How can you be too much in the world?”

“Abigail’s parents were not sorcerers.  The gift had never made itself manifest in that bloodline.  Because of this, she couldn’t bring them with her, and she was never able to leave them behind.  We need sorcerers who are unattached.  Because of this detachment, you are able to look inside your heart separate from the material world and decide which path is the correct one.  We always say you need to be nomadic, but what we mean is we need your heart to be wandering.  You, Olivia, were a risky candidate, because you have such strong ties back home.”  She went to object, but he raised a hand.  “You may be arguing with your mother now, but you will make your peace with her soon.  By then, I hope, you will have found your path as a sorcerer.  Once you decide your path, it is up to you to find how this path fits in the physical world in which you live.  Reconcile the worlds, and you will have peace in your heart.”  He fell silent.

Olivia picked up the book from where Corrian had set it down and lifted it onto her lap.  The eye of the book, as she had come to think of it, reflected her own stare back.  She traced the edge of the bindings.  She had been foolish to think that everything she would ever need to know could be found in a book.  You don’t learn sorcery from a book.

“No, you don’t,” Corrian agreed, and Olivia remembered what he had said about reading the minds of those around her.  “You certainly don’t learn sorcery from a book.  You learn sorcery from the deepest reaches of your own heart.”

“But how do I know what those reaches are?” she protested.  “I don’t understand.”  

Corrian smiled.  “When the time is right,” he said, “you will understand.”  He scooted closer.  “Now let’s have a look at a few more of those spells.”  She looked discouraged, and he placed a finger on her frowning lips, smiling all the while into her eyes.  “Patience, Olivia.  You’ll move on soon enough.  Remember, we take one step at a time.”

16: Through the Brass Medallion

Corrian was fast asleep beside her while Olivia stared up at the ceiling.  He curled an arm protectively around her, making her lips curl up wistfully.  She did so want to discover herself.  She wanted him to love her.

Love was such an elusive emotion, she thought.  Corrian devoted his life to passing on teachings which no one could ever fully comprehend, lessons about the complicated ways humans interact with their world and the ways in which all things are connected, living and not living.  He was a champion of the greater good.  What word was love in the face of that magnanimous selflessness?

She rolled to her side and looked at the book lying a few feet away where they had left it before going to bed.  She removed his arm gently and slid out of bed.  She was naked because they had made love again before going to sleep.  She sat on the cold floor, the hardwood sending a chill up her spine.  She pulled the book toward her and looked into the mirror.  She glanced behind her at Corrian, who was still sleeping peacefully, then ran her finger around the brass medallion in the center of the cover.

The mirror began to swirl with her touch like a pool of liquid brass.  She continued to stroke it gently and a tiny pin hole of black appeared in the very center of the medallion, a hole into which all rays of brass appeared to be spiraling.  She watched, fascinated, as the hole grew bigger and bigger and the brass swirled faster and faster, hypnotizing her, drawing her into its spiral.  The hole yawned bigger than the book, bigger than the entire room in which she was sitting, and she found herself tumbling headlong into its depths.

Olivia sat up dizzily, rubbing her head.  She felt like she had fallen from a great height onto a hard surface; her whole body ached.  She looked down and realized she was still naked, but that seemed perfectly natural somehow.  Why wouldn’t she be naked?  This was a place where one was not supposed to be clothed.

She looked around.  She was in some sort of underground cave, lit by a dull, diffuse blue glow.  She was sitting on a surface smooth as marble.  The ceiling was covered by huge stalactites which dipped down several feet, smooth pillars built up by mineral deposits over the years.

Before her stretched a great pool of calm, still water which steamed in the cool air.  The water was clear, but it was the source of the dull blue glow which permeated the cave.  She crawled to the edge and looked down into the depths.  The pool appeared to be only a few feet deep at the edge, but she could see by the darkness toward the center that it sloped off sharply into a depth she could not estimate.  She sat back on her haunches, blinking, motionless, her entire body feeling heavy and warm.  She inhaled, and her lungs were filled with a deep, pure sort of oxygen, air which smelled faintly of ozone, but moist in her every pore.  She closed her eyes.  Her body felt like it was suffused with a deep, throbbing pulse not her own.  She rocked back and forth, captivated by the thrumming in her veins, hypnotized by the beat in her senses.

“Olivia,” whispered a voice to her, and she opened her heavy eyelids, blinking up at the person standing beside her.  Corrian was as naked as she, and his body looked strong and powerful in the light of the water.  She stood up slowly to face him.  He wore no expression on his face, and his eyes were focused and peaceful.  He held out his hand to her, and when she touched him, she felt her body jolt with the contact.  He nodded once and the room began to spin, slowly at first, then faster and faster, until she was holding to his hand with all her might and squeezing her eyes shut.  She felt herself drawn up by the soles of her feet, lifted by an unseen force, and pulled from the book onto the hard, cold wood floor of Corrian’s cabin.

“Olivia?  Liv?”  Olivia slowly opened her eyes to see Corrian kneeling over her, looking concerned.  He touched her forehead.  “Are you all right?” he asked.  “You landed pretty hard.”

“Landed?” she asked, sitting up and wincing with the pain in her back.  “What do you mean, landed?”

“We fell.  It was quite a distance.  I was awake but you had gone unconscious.”  He stroked her back.  “Where does it hurt?” 

“Everywhere,” she replied, forcing herself to sit upright.  “I feel like I landed flat on my back.”

“You did,” he answered.  “We both did.  From the force.”

“Where were we?” she asked, coming to herself.  “It wasn’t here.  I was somewhere underground.”  She looked at the book lying innocently on the floor.  The brass medallion on the cover winked light at her, benevolently.

“I was at the Source, wasn’t I?” Olivia asked, understanding.  “This medallion took me to the Source.” 

He nodded gravely.  “I didn’t intend for you to see it yet.  It changes you, Olivia…the Source is a powerful thing.”

“It looked so calm,” she said.  “So peaceful.”

“It only looks that way,” he warned.  “It is more powerful than anything you will ever encounter.

Olivia thought of the rhythm of the place, the pounding in her veins, and she could see how it would be as he described.  “I think I understand,” she said.  “But I don’t know why I was brought there.”

“Neither do I,” Corrian replied, picking up the book.  “But Cornelius has his reasons, I suppose, for putting such a portal before you.”

Olivia yawned despite herself.  

“You need some rest,” Corrian said.  “Look, it’s nearly dawn.  Get some sleep and we’ll deal with this in the morning.”

Olivia was startled by the shrill ringing of her cell phone.  She dropped her spoon into her soup, making it splatter all over the floor.  She hastened to get it; hardly anyone ever called her.

“I think you should get together with me this afternoon.”

Olivia paused, recognizing Harold’s voice on the other end of the phone.  She hadn’t expected it at all.  Did he know, somehow, that she had been to the Source?  That she knew how to access it?  “Umm…okay,” she replied, unable to think of anything else to say.  “What time do you want to meet?”

Corrian was watching her intently, although he was saying nothing.  She mouthed “Harold” to him, but he nodded as if he already knew who was calling.  He was peculiar like that sometimes.  More often than not, actually.  Reading minds was a very curious skill, she decided.

“How about three?” Harold said.

She looked at her watch.  It was almost noon.  “Okay,” she replied.  “Where?”

“How about at your apartment this time,” he said, and his tone was very serious.

“Umm…I’m having it fumigated.  I’m actually staying at a hotel tonight.  Can I meet you in town?”

“You could’ve stayed here,” Harold said, his voice softening.  “Why pay for a hotel room when you can sleep here with me?”

Olivia was glad he couldn’t see the shudder that ran through her body at the thought.  “I didn’t want to trouble you,” she said automatically.

“If the fumigation isn’t done by tonight, I hope you’ll take me up on my offer.”

“Actually, it should be fine by this evening.  Where in town should we meet?”

“How about at my place?” he asked.  “957 Monarch St.  It’s right off Main St.  Take a right at the bank and it’s a little ways down on your left.  I’ll see you at three.”

“Bye,” she said weakly, and listened to the click as he hung up.

“Oh, Corrian, what if he suspects?” she gasped.  “Could Bellum know that I saw the Source?  What if he tries to get there by my book?”

“He won’t be able to,” Corrian assured her, walking over and putting both hands on her shoulders.  “That portal was meant for you and you alone.  There’s another way to get to the Source, and I am not about to show it to you.  That way you won’t know anything.”

“But what if something happens to you?” she asked.  

“Nothing will happen to me,” he replied.  “Nothing will happen to you, either.  Just leave that book here and go meet Harold this afternoon.  I promise, it’ll be just fine.”

“Okay,” Olivia said, smiling weakly.  He had managed to reassure her, but she had her doubts.

“Now stop worrying,” he said, kissing her.  “Let’s draw a bath.”

17: A Stranger’s Candy

Olivia rang the doorbell of 957 Monarch St. with an odd feeling in her stomach.  Some sort of premonition?  She couldn’t be sure.  It was strange, to her, that was all she knew.

The door swung open and Harold stood before her, beaming.  He had never looked quite so dashing before.  He had obviously taken measures to look his best, for she could smell hair gel and cologne in the stale air.

The house looked immaculate, almost as if no one lived there.  He ushered her in the front door, welcoming her, guiding her with his hand on the small of her back.

“I thought we would go out to dinner,” he said, leading her to a place to sit.  “Then maybe catch a show.”

“I’d love to do dinner,” she lied, “but I’m so tired.  The hotel’s heaters were completely broken and rattled all night.  I barely slept a wink.”

His smile broadened.  “Well then, what’s say you show me that romantic place you were telling me about?  It’ll be perfect.  We won’t get back late at all.”

She froze and tried not to stammer as she wracked her brain for an answer.  “I…I wanted to save that…as a surprise.  You know, for our three month anniversary.”  She swallowed the lump in her throat at having to imagine being with him for another month.  She could barely stand the idea of spending the evening with him.  Knowing his connections to Bellum just made him impossible to stand.  He had been so charming at the start, only a tad clingy, and overall a pretty nice guy.  Once she saw him as the power-hungry sycophant he really was, she was repulsed.

“Oh, I don’t know…” he said, smiling.  “Maybe I’ll take you there sometime.”

“You know the place I mean?” she asked, trying to keep the stricken look from her face.

“Well, I know a romantic place nearby.  Maybe it’s the same place.”

“Maybe.”  She shifted uncomfortably.  “Shall we go out to dinner?”

“It’s only 3:30,” he replied, moving closer and slipping an arm around her.  “Maybe we could do something until then?”

She shifted again.  “Like what?”

He took her chin in his hand and pulled her mouth to his.  She froze, trying to pretend it was Corrian, as he plunged his tongue anaconda-like into her mouth.  She squeezed her eyes shut and returned the kiss as best as she could with the way her stomach was turning.

He didn’t move very slowly when they were on his home turf.  He was soon kissing her neck as his hands roamed over the front of her sweater, squeezing at her breasts.  She thought briefly that he would never get far with technique like that, even if she liked him.

“Stop,” she finally said when he had reached for the button on her pants.  “I don’t want to do this.”

He sighed, pulling away.  “It’s been over two months.”

“Yes, and I’m not ready!” she argued.  “I move slow in relationships.” 

He clearly was unhappy, and Olivia watched him weigh the options in his mind.  “I understand,” he said, trying to sound compassionate, but it was so obviously false that she had to try hard to refrain from rolling her eyes.  “We’ll go at whatever pace you think is best.”

Damn right we will, she thought, but said nothing.

“Is it all right if I at least kiss you?” he asked, more gently, and something in Olivia’s heart went out to him.  He really wasn’t that horrible a person…maybe he just wanted something he couldn’t have.  She knew what that was like.

“Okay,” she said, convincing herself it was only because she was keeping up appearances.

The kiss this time was more like their first kiss.  He moved slowly, deliberately, twining his tongue with hers, making something stir deep in the pit of her stomach.  She moved into his arms willingly as he caressed her lips with his.  What am I doing? she thought, beginning to feel panicked.  I don’t want this.

But he was so gentle that she didn’t resist, even though she couldn’t have resisted anyway (had to keep up the act, after all).  When he had finished kissing her thoroughly, she blinked lazily.  Maybe he wasn’t such a terrible kisser.

“That wasn’t so bad, was it?” he asked.  “Come on, let me put on some TV.  Can I get you a glass of something to drink?”

“Yes, please,” she accepted.  “Do you have any juice?”

“Orange okay?”

“Orange is fine.”

He disappeared into the other room and she gathered her thoughts.  He did have some sort of presence, if not as strong as Corrian’s, it was still there.  She would have to try harder to keep a clear head.  She didn’t even like this guy; he was working against everything her beliefs fought to support.  He was the enemy of Corrian.  

She felt a little more composed when Harold re-emerged from the kitchen carrying a tall glass of juice.  She gulped it down, thirsty all of a sudden.  “Thank you,” she said, handing the empty glass back to him.  He had turned the television on, and she stared at the Saturday afternoon movie showing on the screen.  It wasn’t all that interesting.  In fact, it made her rather sleepy.  She rested her head back against the couch and closed her eyes.

Olivia woke up groggily, disoriented, looking around.  She couldn’t see anything.  She blinked a few times until she could see in the darkened room. 

She was in what could hardly be called a room.  It looked like a storage closet, a small, dark room with boxes and some brooms and mops.  She crawled to the door and tried the handle, not really surprised to find it locked.

“That bastard,” she said angrily.  “He drugged me.”  She cursed herself for even trusting him for a moment.  He was after her for the Source, and that was it.  He didn’t care about her the way Corrian did.

She heard noises outside and pressed her ear to the keyhole to listen.  Harold was on the phone with someone.  “Yes, I have her right here.  Yes, still asleep.  Of course I will.  I’ll be waiting for you.”  Then the click of a phone being set down back on its cradle.  She didn’t make a sound.  She could overpower him, of course, use some spell she knew to knock him out.  What did she know that would do it?  Well, she could levitate the bed up and drop it on him.  That would work.  Or perhaps a simple spell to blind him?  That was a beginner’s spell.  She could levitate, of course; maybe she could just fly out the window in the room.

She looked around again with interest.  She wasn’t in Harold’s house anymore; that much was sure.  She was in another building on campus.  She wrinkled her nose, trying to recognize the building’s smell, but couldn’t make anything out.  For all she knew, she could be right near someone.  She was debating calling out for help when the door unlocked and opened.

She wasn’t prepared, and she was angry momentarily that she hadn’t thought to just charge him when he opened the door.  Instead, she found herself blinking stupidly up at him.

“Glad you’re awake,” he said, grabbing her by the wrist and hauling her to her feel.  “I suppose you’ve figured it all out by now.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” she lied.  “Let me go.”

“Right, like the villain ever lets the girl go in this situation.”  He practically laughed in her face.  “There’s someone coming here to see you.  I think you know who it is.  Maybe it’s time you met what you are up against.”

Panic flashed across Olivia’s face.  Bellum Robidium.  With no Corrian there to protect her.  She had to escape.  She concentrated, attempting to levitate up over him, but couldn’t get off the ground.

“Oh, and you may find that your skills don’t work too well,” he said, almost as an afterthought.  “That’s a special little potion we cooked up for you.  Spell deadener, I believe.  I’m not sure when your powers will come back, but I do know they won’t be much use to you by then.”  

Harold hauled her up by her wrist and dragged her out of the broom closet.  She looked around, wild-eyed, but didn’t recognize a single feature of the building.  “Where am I?” she asked.

“Nowhere in particular,” he answered evasively.  She struggled to get out of his grip, which only made him tighten more.  He was a lot stronger than he appeared.

“I wouldn’t test me,” he warned her quietly.  “I may not be a sorcerer, but that doesn’t mean I’m weak.”

She fell still, knowing that without the spells she had learned, she couldn’t overpower him.

“Sit here,” Harold directed, pushing her into a chair.  “I’ll deal with you soon enough.”

He paced the floor for about five minutes, glancing at his watch.  Olivia wondered if evil sorcerers were often late.  What would he look like?  She found herself picturing him, even though the idea was distasteful.  She was fascinated by imagining Bellum E. Robidium.  His nickname was Bear.  Would he be a great bear of a man, with wild hair and a build like an animal?  Perhaps he would be tall, slender, regal, like Dracula or some other evil figure in literature.  Maybe he would be some sort of incarnation of the devil.  He did lead the evil sorcerers, after all.  Perhaps he was a demon.

Her thoughts were interrupted by footsteps.  She started back in her chair, sliding backwards, as the door to the room suddenly burst open.

17: Bellum Robidium

“Hello, Olivia.”  The nasal voice that reached her ears made Olivia blink in astonishment.  There, standing before her, was not the Bellum Robidium she imagined.  Instead, she saw Herman.

“Herman?” she asked in surprise.  “What?  I don’t understand.”

Before her very eyes, Herman’s wiry frame expanded wider, taller.  His facial features melted into different ones.  He grew bigger and more powerful before their very eyes.  When he spoke again, his voice was no longer nasal and annoying.  He had a deep power to his words.

“I’m sorry I had to deceive you all this time,” he said, “but I’m afraid I needed some information about you.  It’s too bad you didn’t like me very much.  Imagining pulling chairs out from beneath me, dropping my filing cabinet, not very nice things for such a nice girl.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” she said, her voice high with her fear.  “How can you be Harold?”

“Corrian himself told you, my dear,” Bellum said.  “We sorcerers can assume different guises.  It is a very simple spell.  I can be anyone I want to be.”  He stepped forward.  “I could be you quite simply.  Maybe Corrian would tell me where the Source was, then.”  He leaned over, his face only inches from hers, his dark eyebrows drawing together over his smoldering eyes.  “Oh would I have to fuck him first, just like you did?”

Harold took a visible step back, and Bellum waved it off with his hand.  “I’m sorry you didn’t know, Harold.  This little bitch has been playing you for a fool.  This entire time you’ve been courting her, she’s been sneaking off into the woods to play house.”  He stood up and walked once around the room like a caged animal.  His massive frame seemed to fill all available space in the room.  “Tell me, Olivia,” he said.  “How does the Board feel about Masters have relationships with their apprentices?”

“I don’t know,” she said meekly.  

“I hope Corrian doesn’t lose his job over something like this,” he said, shaking his head from side to side, the black hair pulled back in a tie swinging back and forth behind his neck.  “It’d be a shame if he could no longer teach sorcery because he broke one of its most basic tenets.”

She remained silent.  She knew he was lying.

“I can read your mind, my dear girl,” Bellum said, smiling, showing his perfectly white teeth.  “Don’t try to keep any secrets from me.”  He turned his back.  “Of course,” he said offhandedly, “I don’t really care what happens with you and Corrian.  I have bigger issues to deal with.”

He turned around again and scrutinized Olivia, looking her up and down, finally staring deep into her eyes.  She felt herself drowning in his gaze, sucked in and captured by the dark orbs, mesmerized.

“I can see that you’ve been to the Source.”  He stood back up and made another lap around the room.  “You didn’t touch it, though.  But you were there.  It’s all over your skin.”  He flicked a fingertip across her arm and rubbed the flesh with his thumb as if he could feel something there.  His nostrils flared, eyes looking off to the right in thought.  “Yes, I can feel it on you.”

“I won’t tell you,” she said.  “I don’t know how to get there.”

“Well, which is it?” Bellum asked.  “Will you not tell me, or do you not know?”

“Neither.  I don’t know how to get there, and if I knew, I wouldn’t tell you.”

“But my dear,” he said with a smile.  “I don’t need you to tell me.  I already know.”

“You’re lying,” she spat.

He merely shrugged.  “Harold, please bring her along.”

Harold dragged her outside by the wrists.  Olivia realized they had been in one of the nearby buildings.  They were practically in the center of campus.  There was no one around, however, and Olivia doubted it was coincidence.

Bellum walked briskly past the library, his large black boots clomping on the surface, Harold dragging an unwilling Olivia behind him.  He passed the parking lot, passed the English building, and stopped outside the chapel.

“Esther!” called Olivia, as loud as she could.

“I’m afraid Esther won’t hear you,” Bellum said mildly.  

“What did you do to her?” Olivia spat out.

“Nothing at all, yet,” Bellum replied. “What happens from here depends mostly on you.”

Bellum walked up to the North corner of the chapel.  “I should have figured it out earlier,” he said.  “I wasn’t watching closely enough when you were around here with Corrian.  Do you remember the first day you two met?  He was planting something.”

“I remember,” Olivia said softly.  

Bellum walked to the plant growing along the wall.  It was growing despite the snow, creeping along the wall, which seemed very odd indeed.  She had never really noticed it when she walked past.  

“I saw him planting this vine.  It all makes sense, really.  Even Harold could figure it out.”

Olivia looked up at Harold, but rather than be upset, he was gazing at Bellum with adoration.

Bellum plucked a leaf and brought it to Olivia.  “Obscurricus Vine,” he said, rubbing the leaf between his fingers before her eyes.  “Specially designed to confuse and dismay.  Funny how it would matter that he plant this particular vine where he did.  Why would Corrian want to dissuade people from coming to this spot?”

Without another word, Bellum tore the plant’s branches back from the wall.  The dug through the snow like an animal, reaching for the foundation of the chapel.  Olivia only saw him make a swift movement, almost a quick yank, and the bricks dissolved to leave the perfect outline of a doorway and a set of stairs leading down. 

“Care to come inside?” Bellum asked, pushing Olivia ahead and descending with Harold into the darkness.

The stairs led down for what seemed like forever.  Olivia looked behind her, but the doorway had disappeared into the wall again and they were passing deep into the earth.  The air was dank-smelling.  She hadn’t smelt that mustiness when she reached the Source the night before, so perhaps they weren’t going there.  Perhaps this was some sort of tomb where they would leave her body to rot before finding the Source and taking over the world.  Or whatever it is they planned to do.

The dank smell went away as they descended even further.  When Olivia thought that she could walk no more, she saw that she had entered the cave.

“It’s beautiful,” Harold gasped, looking around.  “It’s so beautiful.”

“Take off your shoes,” Bellum demanded.  “This is sacred ground.”

Surprised, Olivia slipped out of her boots and socks.  She felt the familiar pulse rise within her heart again, the thrumming beat that made her skin quiver.  There was anticipation here.

A movement out of the corner of her eye made her turn, and what she saw made her gasp.  There, staring out from behind a wall of clear stone, was Esther.

She appeared to be encased in a resin-like substance, frozen, her eyes open and staring, her hair wild.  Gary was next to her, similarly frozen, mouth agape.  She saw the Hannigan Three, also big members of the Underground, encapsulated.  In fact, she saw all the Squatters she knew there.  

“Are they dead?”

“No, not dead.”  Bellum was gazing down at the water, eyes unfocused.  “But they won’t bother us.”

Olivia took comfort from the fact that none of the sorcerers she knew of were frozen in those walls.  But she was surprised to see the green-haired girl and her two friends, the illumination boy and the fire-fingers girl, frozen along with the rest.

“I thought they worked for you,” she asked Bellum.

“They stopped being useful,” he said simply, and Olivia was sure she heard Harold swallow hard behind her.

“What use am I to you?” she asked, feeling bolder.  He obviously needed her for something or she wouldn’t be there.  She wondered why in the world Corrian wasn’t there.  He knew where she had gone; wasn’t he worried?  Couldn’t he see what was happening?

Bellum stayed staring into the water.  “Do you see this water?” he asked, his face lit by the blue glow.  “This is the Source.  All the powers of the earth, all the elements, meet in this place.  The Source can see things about you that no one else can, not even the strongest sorcerer.  This water will not accept anyone except the one with a clean soul.  I cannot access its power for my own purposes.  I need someone to access it for me.  I need the one with a pure heart to gain its power, to take it in, and to be my equal in everything.”  He turned and looked once at Harold, then took both of Olivia’s hands in his.  She shivered.

“I can give you everything, Olivia,” he whispered.  “Pleasures you never imagined.  I can make you safe with Corrian forever.  You’ll never want for a thing.  Enter the water, pledge your soul to me, and I will make you the greatest sorcerer who ever lived.”

She faltered.  “What will happen to me?”

“You will feel nothing.  You will only become stronger, more powerful.  You will be able to absorb the very spirit of the earth and make it your own.  I can teach you to make that power work for you.  I swear to you, you will never worry again.”  He traced his hand along her face.  “Isn’t that what you want?”

She paused.  “I don’t know,” she stammered.  She knew it was wrong.  She knew it would curse her, it would yield her soul to Bellum, it would corrupt her forever.  But she would be safe.  She wouldn’t have to live in the library.  She could have a real home, a safe haven for her children, and she could be with Corrian.  He wouldn’t be discovered by the Board.  They could escape together.

“Decide, Olivia,” Bellum said, more impatiently.  “Don’t throw away this chance.”  He waved his arm at the frozen figures.  “Do you want to end up like them?”

She shook her head, mouth open.

“Then get in the water.  Be strong.”  He smiled.  “Show me you have more spirit than your grandmother had.  Show me your kind don’t all run from sorcery like she did.  Do you want to be that kind of coward?”

Olivia staggered back.  Her grandmother?  Her grandmother had faced the same choice?  She didn’t know what to do.  She wasn’t a coward.  She was part of the ancestry…she was part of that lineage…she was meant to carry on their traditions.

“I will do it for you, Master.”

She looked behind her and saw Harold standing there.  It was he who had spoken the words.  “I will do it for you.”

Bellum’s lips curled up in a bitter sneer.  “You’re too weak, Harold.  The Source will only accept someone with the gift.”

“It will accept me,” he said, stripping off his clothing.  “I will glorify your name.  I will become the power for you.  Don’t seek this girl for her feeble powers.  Use your loyal servant.

Bellum shook his head.  “You shouldn’t,” he said mildly.  “You shouldn’t go in there.”

Harold stood at the edge, naked, the light making his skin glow faintly blue.  “I pledge my soul to you,” he proclaimed, and dove head-first into the water.

Immediately the Source began to churn and froth, to spin, to bubble and steam and hiss.  Olivia stepped back as the waters began spiraling down from the edges into the center, where it was so deep you couldn’t see the bottom.  Harold’s head emerged once, and his skin was covered by angry red burns where the water was boiling him alive.  His expression was peaceful, serene almost, as the whirlpool caught him and sucked him under.

The water went calm again, peaceful, as if it had never been disturbed.

“I won’t!” she cried, backing up.  “I won’t do it!”

Bellum held a hand up to the wall of frozen bodies.  “I will kill them all,” he whispered.  “The Source will be unprotected.  I am stronger than the sorcerers with whom you associate.  Did Corrian tell you about the time I let him live?”

“I don’t believe you!” she cried, backing away.

“He wasn’t very experienced, poor boy,” Bellum said, smiling.  “I think he should’ve quit sorcery then, but our little encounter only made him more resolved.  Pity he couldn’t be turned.  He would be a great asset.”

“I won’t do it,” she said again, more firmly.

“I will kill him.”  Bellum pointed at the floor in front of him, and for the first time Olivia looked at where she was standing.

Staring up at her, through the clear-glass floor, was Corrian.  

His eyes were open, mouth agape, expression one of terror.  Olivia covered her mouth, backing away in horror, terrified.

“You see?” Bellum whispered, approaching her.  “There’s no escape.  If you obey me, I will let him live.”

She looked tearfully up into his eyes and then back down at Corrian.  Silently she undressed.

18: A Calm Pool of Water

As she approached the water’s edge, she looked down into its clear depths.  It looked so peaceful.  She felt the throbbing begin again, the hum of the earth coursing through her veins, her body swaying with the motions she could feel within her soul. 

She stepped out onto the water as if it were solid, walking out with both feet, unthinking, just because walking on the water was the most natural thing she could think to do.  She walked out to the center and turned to face Bellum.

He had backed away slightly, and his expression held trepidation.  Clearly this was something he had never seen before.

Without warning, the solid surface dissolved beneath her and she slipped like a dart under the water.

Olivia opened her eyes and looked around.  She was suspended there in the depths, untouched by any pain or fear, feeling the lifeblood of the earth throbbing in her skin.  She could breathe under the water.  She was getting all the oxygen she needed, and so she just stayed there, floating, peaceful, relaxed.  The waters remained calm around her.

“I am proud of you.”

She didn’t hear the words so much as feel them in her head.  She saw her grandmother before her, suddenly, as if she were still alive and as young as Olivia.  She was a spirit of some sort, because she dissolved as soon as she had appeared.  The next voice she heard was Corrian’s.

“I love you,” he whispered in between her ears.  “I have always loved you.  I will be with you forever.”

She spun around under the surface, but she could not see him.  “Where are you?” she asked, but only the silence answered.  She closed her eyes and could feel something wash over her suddenly, like a warm wave, filling her soul, making her heart swell.  She rose slowly to the surface.

Bellum didn’t know what to expect when Olivia emerged from the water, climbing out, her entire body bathed in a blue light, her eyes open and blank.  She was his, he knew.  She had agreed to go in the water under his command.

“It didn’t work,” she said flatly, and her voice was hollow.  

“What do you mean?” he asked, his façade failing.  “I see you.  You are part of the Source.  You have emerged untouched.”

“You need to touch me,” she said quietly.  “I need to give you this power.”

“Of course,” he replied hungrily, his eyes darkening again.  He reached for her.

“Place your hands on my heart,” she said quietly.  “Then you will gain this power and the Source will not be able to touch you.  You are too far away.”

“Yes, yes,” he agreed, eagerly pressing his hands to her skin.  They began to glow blue.  “It’s working,” he said eagerly.  “It’s really working.”

“Yes it is,” she replied.  “Before this is complete, let my friends go.”

He laughed.  “Never,” he replied.  “You are mine now.  You will give me this strength or I will take it from you.”  He pushed her down to her back and knelt over her, holding his hands to her heart.  “Know better than to trust so easily.  It’s a novice’s mistake.”

“Yes, it is,” she said quietly, as the Source overflowed its banks and filled the cavern.  Bellum’s screams were drowned out only by the rushing water covering their bodies.

19: When the Waters Receded

When the waters receded, Olivia sat up and shook her head to clear it.  She looked around, but Bellum had been taken under.  That was the end of him.

She was not alone, however. With the dissolve of Bellum came the dissolution of his spells.  Her friends had come to and were sitting dazed on the cavern floor talking to each other and trying to discover what had happened.

“Corrian,” she whispered, kneeling over his body laying beside her. She pressed her lips to his, then to his heart.  “Corrian, wake up.”

His eyes fluttered open and he smiled at her.  She clutched him to her, tears streaming down her cheeks.  “I love you,” she whispered.  “I do so love you.”

He touched her face gently.  “I think I already told you how I feel.”

There was a general buzz as they got everyone filled in on the story as best as Olivia could relate it.  “How did this happen?” she asked, gesturing to their environment.  “How did Bellum capture you?”  That question was directed specifically to Corrian.

He winced slightly.  “Well,” he said, “I knew what was going to happen tonight.  I didn’t know if you could have to face it alone, so I got here as quickly as I could in the hopes of beating Bellum here.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t fast enough.  He put a basic holding spell on me to put me into suspended animation.  Fortunately, my connection to the Source allowed me to communicate with you.”  He smiled.  “I’m glad you heard me.”

“I can’t believe it,” Esther was saying, rubbing her head, looking forlornly at Gary.  “I haven’t been a very good president of the SU, have I?  I let the Source fall completely unprotected.”

“Don’t be too hard on yourself,” Olivia said.  She had wrapped herself in Corrian’s cloak.  Her skin still glowed faintly blue.  “I don’t think you had any way of knowing it was under attack like this.”

While they were speaking, Corrian saw the green-haired girl and her two companions slip quietly away from the others.  They wouldn’t find an exit, he was fairly confident.  Although few people knew the way into the Source, very few knew a way out.  He would let them wander.

“I should resign,” Esther was saying.  “This job shouldn’t go to someone who isn’t a sorcerer.  Olivia, you should take it.  Then you’ll always be able to protect the Source.”

“I don’t think that’s such a good idea,” Corrian said, looking at the woman beside him.  He had an odd smile on his face.  “There are very big things in Olivia’s future.  This isn’t one of them.”  He turned to face Esther.  “On behalf of the Board, I move that you keep the position.  Your job doesn’t include dealing with evil sorcerers.  You have the responsibility of keeping the Source a secret from all those who are not trustworthy, and you have not failed in this duty.”

Esther smiled, and Gary put his arm around her.  “I agree,” he said, dropping a kiss onto her hair, which was frizzing in all directions from the humidity in the cavern.  

“Come on,” Corrian said aloud, drawing the attention of all those in the room with him.  “This way.”

He led them to the far corner of the room and laid his palm on a stalagmite protruding from the floor.  The pillar began to glow slightly, as if with an illumination spell, and then crumbled under his hand.  As it crumbled, a doorway opened in the rock face before them, a steep staircase with a light at the end.  

“You go first,” he directed Olivia.  She looked behind her at the group, the Squatters, those who had sworn to protect their secret, and then ahead at the climb.  She smiled once at Corrian and then began to ascend out of the cavern.

When the last of the SU members had disappeared into the tunnel, Corrian stopped the three people who had been allied with Bellum.  “I think it’s time for you three to stand before the Board,” he said quietly, and led them in front of him up the staircase.

“Miss Olivia Peabody.”  Gruthery leaned forward in his chair and steepled his fingers.  He studied the young woman in front of him.  She didn’t look much like a sorcerer.  She was fairly plain looking, with skinny features, and a little on the short side.  She didn’t seem to be the type of person who would stand up to anyone, much less Bellum Robidium, and she didn’t seem to have the spirit that it would take to pursue sorcery to the degree she had already reached.  

“I must admit, my dear,” he said, “that you don’t look like much of a sorcerer.”

At this Olivia looked down, rubbing the top of her foot against the back of her other leg.  

“I don’t think any of us,” here Gruthery looked around, “expected the events of the past week to involve you.”

She met his eyes again, anxious to hear what he would say.

“We of the Board have expected Bellum’s reappearance for quite some time now.  We have watched him gather allies, and we have dealt with them accordingly.”

Next to him, Melanie nodded.  She was the woman who had meted out the sentences for Bellum’s followers.  

“But you showed a remarkable skill and a noble intent that I have not seen in a young sorcerer for a long time.”  He adjusted his glasses.  “With that in mind, this Board has decided to grant you a special lead for continuation of your studies.  You will begin an accelerated course of study immediately with your current Master, and can expect to enter the advanced levels by this time next year.”

Olivia’s face lit up.  She looked to Corrian sitting on Gruthery’s right, who nodded and smiled at her.

“Furthermore,” Gruthery said, looking briefly to Corrian, “we are excusing any indiscretions that may have occurred during your studies.  While relationships between apprentices and their masters are unorthodox, they are not unheard of, and are often the basis of lasting lifetime bonds.”  

He cleared his throat, signaling the end of that subject, then smiled, his bright eyes wrinkling.  “Thank you for your help, Olivia.  I look forward to seeing much more of you in the coming years.”  With that, he waved his hand, and she was dismissed. 

Corrian greeted her outside the room with a big hug, ignoring the other sorcerers streaming past them.  “I can’t believe it,” Olivia whispered.  “I can’t believe that I, Miss Olivia Peabody, am really going to be a bonafide sorcerer!”  She suddenly got a serious expression on her face.  “I hope this doesn’t make my courseload next semester too much to handle.”

Corrian laughed.  “Listen,” he said.  “What do you think about just ‘Olivia’?  I think it suits you.”

“Olivia.”  She said it, imagining it as her whole name, and nodded.  “I think that’s fine by me.”  There was definitely simplicity in the word.

“I have to do so many things,” she said.  “I need to call my mother.  I think she should know that I’m in a relationship.  I really should keep in touch with her better.  Of course I won’t tell her the whole sorcery thing, but maybe in time…” 

She realized she was beginning to babble and quieted, looking at Corrian, who had a slight smile on his face.  “What are you thinking?” she asked as they walked arm-in-arm out of the building into the falling snow.

“I’m thinking about that lifetime partnership thing,” he said, looking into her eyes.  “Of course, that’s something that’ll come up in time, I’m sure.”

“Of course,” she agreed, smiling back at him.  She turned to face forward, staring into her future.  “Of course it will.”

They walked off together, heading back home.
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