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An Unexpected Visit

Cary Simms knew from a very young age that she wasn't like the other boys her age. It wasn't until recently that she realized that was because she wasn't a boy at all. At least, not where it mattered. While she was only starting to realize what that might mean for her, she was more worried about what it would mean for her grandparents.

They were both very religious and had raised Cary to be religious as well. However, Mr. and Mrs. Simms stuck with the King James version of the Bible, the KJV, and churches that spoke about trans people as evil. More recently, Cary had moved on to a different version of the Bible. The Archangel Michael's version, the AMV, always felt more divine to Cary, especially after finding out that it was given to the sorcerers by the archangel himself.

Because while Cary was struggling with her gender identity, Cary was also a sorceress and spent much of her time away at her boarding school learning all about magic. Cary wasn't sure which would outrage her grandparents more, her being a girl or her learning magic. From the very beginning of her time in the magical realm, Cary had feared that her grandparents would think her evil and would turn her out. Both were very much in the dark about Cary's time in the magical realm, and it made her feel a bit alone with them at times.

As Cary sat in her usual chair in the corner of her grandparents' living room, once again reading the AMV, she worried that her grandparents could somehow sense everything that she was hiding from them. That her hair, in her usual pixie cut, or how she was holding her book would somehow tip them off. Both of them were sitting on the couch across from her, with her grandfather reading the paper and her grandmother reading a mystery novel. There was no TV in the room; her grandparents didn't own one. So, reading was the one thing that the family often did together.

Cary glanced up from her Bible often, looking over at her grandparents, worried that they would be looking back at her. That they would be staring at her, trying to see all the changes that had come in her those past few months while she was away at school. Sometimes, it made Cary wonder if she wanted to come home for Christmas break at all, which hurt her on a level that she couldn't quite describe. While she was worried what her grandparents would think of her, she still loved them. She had lived with them her whole life, ever since her parents were killed, and it was the only home that she had ever known.

Just as she glanced back at her Bible, Cary heard something coming from outside the window next to her. At first, she just thought that it was a car driving along Howard Street outside. The street was frequently busy, even as late as it was getting. But as the sound continued, as it got louder, she recognized it as hushed voices coming from outside.

"Let me take the lead here," someone said. "I've developed something of a friendship with her."

"Remember, the grandparents aren't in the know," someone else said. "About any of it."

"Right, right," came the first voice, just as the doorbell rang out.

"Oh, what is it at this hour?" Mr. Simms asked. He glanced over at the clock on the shelf near the door, checking that it really was as late as he thought, before folding his newspaper up and placing it on the coffee table in front of him.

Cary glanced between the door and her grandfather, her eyes going wide with fright. It wasn't until later that she realized that she should have answered the door herself. That she could have jumped to her feet and raced over to the door before her grandfather could have put his paper down. But at the time, she was too worried, too scared, about her two worlds colliding there. Her home life with her grandparents, who thought of her as a normal boy, and her school life, where everyone knew that she was a sorceress.

The doorbell rang again, just as Mr. Simms was pulling the door open. He stood there for a moment, looking at the two women in silence, expecting them to say something. When neither did, he said, "Can I help you?"

"Oh, yes, indeed," said the first voice. The moment that she spoke, with her voice coming through the open doorway, Cary recognized it as belonging to Professor Balstina, the assistant headmistress of her school. Cary quickly jumped to her feet, even as Professor Balstina continued. "We were looking to speak with Cary."

Mr. Simms's arm came up next to the door, blocking Cary's path out just as she came up next to him. His eyes were still on the two women, his anger in full force. "It is quite late," he said pointedly, glancing back over his shoulder again to the clock.

"Ah, yes, indeed," the second voice said.

Cary was still out of view of the two women standing on the porch, though she didn't recognize the second voice. She was pretty sure that she had never met the woman, though there were plenty of reasons why these two could have been coming to her house so late at night. The magical realm had time zones, much like the human realm did. But travel around the magical realm was almost instantaneous, using a portal network that connected the major cities.

"We do beg your pardon, Mr. Simms," Professor Balstina said. Cary caught sight of something flipping through the doorway for a moment, which made her think that Professor Balstina had bowed to Mr. Simms. Cary looked up at her grandfather's face, looking for signs of confusion. Instead, his anger seemed to soften a little. "We would just need to speak with Cary for a short time. Ten minutes, at most. It is about the next semester at school."

Cary's face went cold at the comment. She worried that something had happened during the weeks since she left school. Something that would mean that she wouldn't be going back to school to finish her seventh grade year. That she was expelled for something that she had done, or not done, and they had come to her door to tell her about it rather than sending her back once she got there the next week. Mr. Simms seemed to have a different reaction to her bringing up Cary's school.

"Oh," he said, sounding almost disappointed. His anger immediately disintegrated as he nodded to the women. "Well, if it's about his schooling, then of course. Perhaps you would try to keep more traditional hours when visiting students at home. But then, it's not like this school of yours is all that traditional."

"Um... Yes," Professor Balstina said, hesitantly. It was clear that she was trying not to say too much to Mr. Simms.

"The whole mystery about how the boy gets there and all that," Mr. Simms finished.

Both of Cary's grandparents had made comments about wanting to pick Cary up from school, or making her trip home easier on her. Cary always insisted that it was easier for the school to handle all of that. Of course, they couldn't know how Cary got to and from the school without letting them in on magic.

"Oh, yes, of course, that," Professor Balstina said, laughing a little as she did so. "There are so many students coming from all over the human... I mean, the area, that it's just easier for us to bus them all together."

"Bus?" Mr. Simms asked. "You use a bus? That's it?" Mr. Simms laughed at the simplicity of the whole thing. But then, he didn't know that the bus was pulled by an invisible creature called a nightmare or that the bus was bigger on the inside.

"So, can we speak with Cary?" Professor Balstina asked, in a tone that made her sound like she was asking if Cary could come out and play.

"Ah, right, sure," Mr. Simms said. He moved his arm away from the doorframe, waving Cary off into the night. "Not too late, young man."

"Yes, Grandpa," Cary said, as she rushed around the corner.

The moment that she spotted the two women standing there, she knew for certain that she had never seen the other woman before. She was shorter than Cary by a couple of inches, quite stocky, and was showing noticeable stubble on her chin. It was clear that the woman was a dwarf, though she was better at hiding it than some of the other dwarves that Cary had met. She hadn't met many, though, and only one woman.

Next to her, smiling over at Cary, was Professor Balstina. The assistant headmistress was wearing a wool cap low around her ears, hiding their slight point. Professor Balstina was a half-elf and would look just as out of place as the dwarf next to her without the hat. However, they were both wearing jeans, sweaters, and coats, perfect for the season and the realm that they were in.

"Come along, Cary," Professor Balstina said, nodding her head away from the house. "Let's go for a walk."

"A short walk," Mr. Simms said.

"The shortest," Professor Balstina said.

Cary quickly reached over to grab her coat from the hook by the door, pulling it on as she came outside. The coat didn't get much use since she got a girl's coat at school, though she had left that back in her room in the dorms. That, much like her girls' uniforms, complete with skirts, and most of her magical materials, were not grandparents friendly.

As the three of them walked down the sidewalk, heading for Howard Street, Cary could still feel her grandfather's eyes on her. The women both kept quiet as they went, clearly wanting to discuss something that was just as grandparents friendly as her coat was. It was only when they got to the street, looking both ways for oncoming traffic, that Cary realized where they were leading her.

"Are we going through to the castle?" Cary asked, keeping her voice low so that it didn't get back to her grandfather.

"Nope, just the portal," the dwarf said, just as she led the way across the street. Cary was quick to stay with them.

Across from Cary's grandparents' house was the local post office. On the back wall of the post office was what most in the town thought of as graffiti. But Cary and the other sorcerers of the town knew that it was a portal between the human realm and the magical realm. It was through there that Cary and her friend, David, went to get to school. The portal had just appeared there the night that Cary had gotten her sorceress's ring. It was most likely placed there by someone that Cary had never met, though she had seen them that night. She had taken to calling the woman the cloaked figure, as she had never seen her without her dark blue cloak.

"So, what is this about?" Cary asked, as the three of them came up in front of the portal.

"Well, first, I feel like I should introduce myself," the dwarf said, as she and Professor Balstina turned back to Cary. "I am Undersecretary Longbeard." As she said her name, her hand played across her face, as if to draw attention to her lack of a beard despite her name. "I'm the undersecretary of transportation for the UAMR council."

Cary knew that the Unified Alliance of the Magical Realm council ruled over the eight city-states of the magical realm. She had been to the council building the summer before, and the father of one of her best friends worked in the transportation department. That meant that this woman would be his boss.

"We came here to discuss your portal," Professor Balstina said. She patted the portal behind her, though the portal stayed inert. When the portal wasn't open, it looked like nothing more than a ring of mushrooms with red tops and white spots. It was only when the portal was open that it looked at all magical. "What do you know about its creation?"

Cary quickly went over everything that she knew about it. Mostly, what she didn't know about it. Who had made it, how or why. It was one of the many mysteries that had surrounded Cary ever since her first day in the magical realm.

"Yes, quite," Professor Balstina said, nodding to each of Cary's comments. "The spell is a complete mystery, even to the council. However, this is also the only portal between the realms that has been created in over a hundred years."

"Not since the fairies left the magical realm," Cary said, nodding her understanding. She knew that, before her portal had been created, the only way to create portals between the realms was with the heart of the forest, and that only a fairy was able to use it.

"Exactly," Professor Balstina said. "And we still haven't figured out how to make this spell work."

"Much to the annoyance of my department," Undersecretary Longbeard said. "And with the state of the fairy mushroom network, I fear that this spell is the only way that we will be able to keep travel between the realms going. It would seem that the only way to get that spell is to reach out to the person who cast it."

"Which is where you come in," Professor Balstina said. "All we know about the woman is that she has some connection to you. You were the one to see her the night that she created the portal. With it being created across the street from your house, and since it had been created just weeks before your birthday, it would stand to reason that she had created it for you specifically. While we still haven't figured out who she is or what her connection is to you, we believe that our only way of reaching out to her would be through you."

"Of course," Cary said, nodding fervently. With how they had explained it all, it made perfect sense to her. It had been years since that portal was made, though. She knew that many of the fairy rings had been dying off during that time, and even before it. It made her wonder why they hadn't talked to her about it sooner.

Professor Balstina smiled a little at Cary's comment before schooling her expression. "Let's not get too hasty here, Cary," she said. "Under normal circumstances, we wouldn't put a student at risk like this. Not without parental approval. However, considering your homelife," she waved her hand back toward Cary's house, hidden around the corner of the post office, "we can't very well discuss this with your grandparents. Not without telling them just what would be involved here. However, after what you had managed to do last semester, we feel like you would be up to helping us out here with this. We are not taking this mission lightly. But, due to the sensitivity of everything, we would need you to not discuss this with anyone outside of this group."

Alarm bells started to ring in Cary's head at that request. It reminded her of her second semester at her school, when her favorite teacher, Mr. Biv, had led her out through the school wall and into the hands of the ogres that had been stalking the forest outside. With it being a teacher, Cary knew that even with the assistant headmistress and the undersecretary involved, things might not be as legit as they appeared.

"Uh..." Cary said, hesitantly.

"Was there someone else you wanted to involve in this?" Undersecretary Longbeard asked. "Perhaps someone that you feel more comfortable with?" She glanced over at Professor Balstina for a moment before looking back at Cary.

"Well, what about my friend David?" Cary asked. She always felt more comfortable with him involved. David had always been better at getting them out of difficult situations growing up. Granted, he was usually the one getting them into those situations. "And-and Headmaster Sparks."

"Both excellent ideas," Professor Balstina said, taking Cary by surprise. "Considering some of our plans, it might help for you to have a friend so that you can go to Norumbega together."

Norumbega was the town just south of the school, where the students could visit on the weekends. All students needed permission from their legal guardian, and a buddy to go there with them. However, Cary knew that David didn't have permission from his parents. This seemed the perfect way to change that, so she mentioned that.

"Well, while we're here, I imagine we can look in on the Rodgers's," Professor Balstina said.

"So, this is the plan?" Undersecretary Longbeard asked, looking between Cary and Professor Balstina.

"What exactly is going to be involved in this?" Cary asked.

"That we will discuss later," Professor Balstina said. "There's a cafe near the entrance to Norumbega, two blocks west from the main road. You and David should meet us there at noon the weekend after next. We'll go over everything then."

"Okay," Cary said, nodding. "I, uh, I should get back. It's getting late and my grandparents are already upset."

"Of course," Professor Balstina said, nodding. "We'll talk next week, Cary. And thank you for helping us in this."



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]



​Chapter Two
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David's Stress

David was waiting for Cary as she came out of her grandparents' house. He was clearly nervous, pacing at the end of Cary's sidewalk. It was the first time that she had seen him standing over by the front fence since the start of the fall semester. Even as Cary came toward him, it was clear that he had grown since then. David's suitcase, the twin to the one that Cary was pulling behind her, was off to the side, standing up on its own, the handle still extended and waiting for David to grab it again. Neither suitcase was enchanted, with both of them being bought right there in the human realm by David's parents.

"Everything alright?" Cary asked, as she came up next to him. Her voice cracked in an odd way that made Cary nervous. She was worried that her voice would drop properly before long. That was something that she was dreading, the first real sign that her body would develop into a man.

"No, it's not," David snapped at her. After a moment, he came up short, looking over at her. "Why did you have to get my parents to agree to let me go to Norumbega?"

"What?" Cary asked, taken aback. David had always complained about not being able to go out to the city. Without the two of them being able to stick together like that when heading into the city, Cary had ended up getting into more trouble than they would have managed together. It didn't make sense to her why he would be mad at her for that.

Cary led the way over to Howard Street. Rather than cutting across the street like she had the other night, Cary and David made their way over to the crosswalk. They hadn't been allowed to go across the street without permission growing up, and they had both gotten into the habit of taking the busy road seriously. It was only after the light changed, with no sign of cars coming along, that they headed across, making their way around to the back of the post office.

"Why are you mad at me?" Cary asked, once they were safely out of earshot of her house. Her grandparents had gone in to work already and the house was quite empty, though Cary often felt like the two of them had spies there in town. That the house itself might tattle on her. "You'll finally get to see the city. Don't you want to see it?"

"Well, sure," David said. "But, I mean, I've already seen Avalon."

"You've been to one cafe and Siobhan's apartment once," Cary said. "We'll have the entire city open to us, and every weekend of the semester."

When they got around to the portal behind the post office, Cary automatically placed her ring hand on the graffiti. Unlike when Professor Balstina touched it, or any of the other sorcerers that had used that portal, the portal automatically activated for Cary just from her touching it alone. The rest of the sorcerers that used it had to use the same spell that would activate the fairy rings. Cary always figured that the cloaked figure had made the portal just for her, and it was only that connection that made it work differently for her.

"It's just... Well, you know what this semester is," David said, before heading through the portal ahead of Cary.

Cary knew that David wouldn't be able to hear anything from the human realm the moment that his head was inside the portal. The portal was small, with just enough space for them to crawl through it, and was a good couple of feet off the floor. That made it difficult for them to climb through when they were younger. But as Cary came through after David, she realized it wasn't as much of a hop up onto the lip of the portal. She managed to pull her suitcase through behind her without difficulty.

"It's the spring semester of our seventh grade year," Cary said, simply, once they were both on the same side of the portal again.

"No, it's the last semester that I'll be going to TPS," David said, referring to their school, Thorbjorg Preparatory School.

"What are you talking about?" Cary asked. 

As they continued to talk, they started making their way through Crossworld Castle. The castle was where all the portals from the human realm were stored and protected. The guards stationed in the castle were trained to keep those sorcerers that were too young to leave the magical realm from doing so. It was for that reason why David's younger sister, Lucy, hadn't been able to come home for Christmas with them. Like most fifth graders, Lucy had spent the time at school, as magic would have been drawn to her even through the barrier between the realms. This was dangerous, as the magic would thin, or even rip, that barrier, which was the only thing keeping the realms apart.

"I'm talking about not making it into one of the houses at the end of the semester," David said. He was practically yelling at her in his frustration.

It took Cary a moment to remember what he was talking about. With all the excitement of the previous semester, and the intrigue that was already starting up once more, the whole issue had slipped from Cary's thoughts. The sorcerer schools all had four houses for the upperclassmen, Sight, Transformation, Healing and Herblore, and Combat. At the beginning of the previous semester, they found out that those students that didn't make it into one of the houses would not return to the schools for eighth grade.

"Oh, that," Cary said, waving off his concern. "I thought we already had a plan for that. I'm going to help you get caught up this semester, right? You did well enough in Illusions 1 and Divination 1 last semester, and you're taking Illusions 2 and Divination 2 this semester. As long as you do well enough in those, you'll be in the Sight House with me."

"I did well in those classes because I studied and practiced most of the weekend," David said, finally getting to the point of the issue. "Well... The weekends when I didn't have a Cadavraball game. But now, I'll be going out to the city every weekend. At least when I didn't have permission, I had that excuse to miss out on all of that. Miss out on your latest adventure. I mean, look at you. Just three years ago, I had to drag you into all sorts of trouble. Now, it's like it finds you every other weekend."

"Well, not that often," Cary said.

They were just heading out of the castle at that point, the crowd around them thick with the other students returning from Christmas break. When David turned to look over at the buses that were lined up in front of them, he gave a little shudder. It was then that Cary remembered that David was able to see the nightmares that pulled the buses, while most sorcerers couldn't.

"And that," Cary said, pointing at David. "You being able to see the nightmares. That's gotta help you get into Sight house, even without my help."

"No, I think that's just because I have a thick skull," David said. He knocked on the side of his head with his free hand, as if to show just how thick his head was. "I think it's the same reason why I was struggling with my magic when we first started here. It always makes it easier for me to see through illusions. At least, that was how Ms. Eilra explained it last semester during Illusions class. It didn't play out all that well in Divination class, though."

Each of the buses along the road in front of the castle were marked for one of the eight schools. Cary and David quickly filed onto the bus heading for TPS. As Cary came up to the stairs, she glanced off to the next bus over. That was the bus for Merlin Prep, which was the school that her parents had gone to when they were growing up. Part of her wished that she was going to that other school, wanting to be closer to her parents in a way, but that would mean leaving David behind. It wasn't something that she had ever discussed with him.

"But you managed Cs in each of those classes," Cary said. "Working together, I feel like you can do better this semester. Good enough to make Sight House next year."

She kept her voice low as they came along the aisle on the second floor of the bus, keeping the other students from listening in on their discussion. David had been sensitive about his difficulties with his magic. Even before coming to the magical realm, before learning that magic was real, David had been into that sort of thing. Cary always preferred non-fiction, like the Bible, to the fantasy novels, though most of those novels were at least inspired by real events happening in the magical realm.

"Sure," David said, shrugging. He didn't sound as confident in that as Cary was. "As long as our trips to the city don't get in the way."

It didn't take long for the buses to head off, making their way along the road and around to the portal off to the side of the castle. With them being on the second floor, instead of their usual seat on the ground floor of the bus, Cary got a better view of the portal as they came toward it. The portal flashed right after each of the buses made their way through. Unlike the portal from the human realm, she could see a view of the city that it was connected to through it. That view changed each time the flash went off, though Cary didn't know the cities well enough to tell them apart just yet. There was a sign above the portal listing off the city that it was connected to. As the Merlin Prep bus headed through the portal, the sign above it said "Avalon", which quickly changed to "Norumbega" as their own bus lined up for it.

"Hey, last semester you had Cadavraball," Cary said. "You'll be able to do both this semester, too."

Cadavraball was David's favorite sport there in the magical realm. It was like baseball, only with illusionary balls mixed in and pits that opened between the bases. Or, more accurately, baseball was a less interesting version of Cadavraball, as Cadavraball had come first.

"Let's hope," David said, shrugging. "As long as this project of yours doesn't get in the way."

"Shh," Cary hissed. She looked around at the other students on the bus, nervous that some of them might be showing more interest in their conversation than she would have liked. From the secrecy that the professor and the undersecretary had insisted upon, she figured that it wouldn't be good if it got around that she had another project that semester.

Word about her trip out to giant territory back in October had spread around the school quickly the last semester. Everyone knew about the potion that she and Greg had brewed up in her dorm room. The rumor mill was in full swing, given everything that had happened from it. The whole adventure was all that anyone was talking about by the time they left for break. And with everything else that she had gotten up to since first coming to the magical realm, she figured that people would be watching her more closely this semester. Many of them would want to join in on what most of the students would think was fun. To Cary, though, it was always serious and dangerous, but usually worth it in the end.

With how quick the nightmares were, the bus was already heading past the sign that said "Now Leaving Norumbega. Be Careful Out There." As they headed along the mile of road between the city and the school, Cary looked around at the fairy mushroom forest. Instead of large trees like those that made up most forests, this forest was made up of large mushrooms with red caps. They always reminded Cary of the mushrooms in the graffiti for her portal. However, as they headed through, the mushrooms seemed less dense than she remembered. She knew that the forest had been dying off those past few years, ever since she had accidentally destroyed the heart of the forest.

"Let's just make sure that, whatever happens this semester, we focus on getting you into Sight House," Cary said. She stressed the word "whatever", making it clear that she meant more than her latest project.

However, as the bus started to turn around the fountain in the middle of the square, Cary spotted Greg standing in front of the admin building. Her stomach plummeted as she worried what their resident bully would be up to. Worried that it might make her promise harder to keep.
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Greg's Gift

Cary stayed close behind David as they headed off the bus, hoping that she could slip by Greg without catching his attention. But with him standing there, right by the door to the bus, Cary had a sinking feeling that he wasn't just hanging around outside the admin building. That he was waiting for her to come back to school.

David didn't seem to notice Greg until the two of them started down the stairs. He paused suddenly when he spotted the bully out there. Cary didn't notice that he stopped right away, and she bumped her shins on his suitcase.

"Ow," Cary said, when the pain ran through her. She jumped up on one foot, her free hand going to her leg where it had hit his suitcase.

"Oh, sorry," David said, before starting forward once more.

All chances of slipping past the bully were gone the moment that Cary called out. Greg's eyes were locked on her as she made the rest of the way down the stairs. Cary stared at Greg's face, watching for signs that he was angry. That he was looking to take it out on Cary, though she had nothing to do with whatever was angering him. However, there was no sign of any of that on his face. That didn't mean that she was about to get past him without being bullied.

"Hey, witch bait," Greg called out, the moment that Cary set foot on the cobblestone path. Witch bait was Greg's usual nickname for Cary, referring to her habit of drawing trouble to her, even trouble with witches. "It's about time you got back."

"What-what are you talking about?" Cary asked.

Cary looked around the square, searching for signs of teachers that could keep her safe if needed. The only adult in view was the dwarven driver, sitting above her, and she doubted he would be much help. She quickly stepped off to the side, out of the flow of traffic that was heading for the main dorms. David followed her off to the side, though his eyes were locked on the underclassmen boys' dorm. Cary knew that he wanted away from there just as much as she did; Greg would bully David just the same as he did Cary. She figured that he was staying there to keep her safe from the bully. Greg didn't usually bully them when they outnumbered him, and there was no sign of his usual henchmen about.

"I have something for you," Greg said.

There were several instances where Greg said this right before punching Cary in the stomach, with no other warning or reason. With Greg, he didn't need a reason to be a bully. So, when Greg pulled his hand out from behind his back, Cary flinched away from it, her arms going across her stomach to protect herself. Her suitcase ended up falling over behind her, the handle slamming into the cobblestones with a loud slap. This drew the eyes of a few of the other students, though no one moved to stop Greg from doing anything.

"Here," Greg said.

Only then did Cary open her eyes, looking over at what Greg was holding. It wasn't his fist, but a polished wooden box. There was a metal lock in the side, complete with a key that was sticking out of it. The box looked nice, and Cary could tell that there was an enchantment on it. To her, it felt like a vibration flowing through the air, almost like static electricity.
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