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Chapter One

Beginning University

 Swallow was excited. It had become
a predult the year before and worked as a zarbon catcher in the university’s grove
of quana trees. It also was
hired to run errands by some of the university professors to other
villages.

It worked diligently, and was very good at
its jobs, especially since being a flyer it didn’t have to worry as
much about being attacked by the savage Humans who thought all
Elwists were demons.

It handily fulfilled the requirement that
new predults must spend at least a year proving they are
responsible by working and maintaining themselves in an independent
manner before beginning further education. Now, it was ready to
start classes at the university and it could hardly wait.

It would have its own
free room in the student quarters
and be able to get free meals
in the student dining hall. No more having to pay much needed
credits for a bed in the village hostel or to buy food at one of
the expensive eating-places that took up its extra income. It could
now save most of its credits to send to its parents. All expenses
pertaining to education were covered, but there would be nothing
for extras, so it would still have to work part-time but things
would be much better now.

It walked into the registration office
and stood waiting for its turn to sign up. It waited patiently for
one of the registry clerks to assist it. After a while, it noticed
that people coming in since it arrived were being aided but
it was still waiting. Well,
zarbons! It had hoped it would be
different here, but - apparently not. Finally, it went over to one
of the desks.

“Pardon, Registrar, but I have been
waiting for a while. Is there a reason why no one is assisting me?”
it inquired politely.

The clerk looked down at Swallow in
surprise.

“You are here to register for classes?
I am sorry, little one, but you are not old enough--”

Swallow sighed. It had this
problem quite often but it was prepared.
It reached into its satchel and pulled out its papers. It
interrupted the clerk.

“I am
old enough, Registrar. I am merely shorter than normal. Here
are my predult papers and my test transcripts. Also, if needed,
here is a letter of recommendation from Professor Crow, for whom I
have worked on many occasions this past year. Here are my papers
from the university’s director for the botanical gardens certifying
the jobs I have performed for that department in nuisance
apprehension.” It had to reach up to lay the papers on the
desk.

The clerk raised its eyebrows but took the
papers and glanced over them. Looking slightly embarrassed, it
handed them back.

“Please excuse my misunderstanding,
young one. I assumed you were merely waiting for a parent or an
older sibling. I apologize. I will assist you immediately.” It
smiled kindly at the smaller than average predult.

Swallow smiled shyly its blue eyes shining.
“An apology is not necessary, Registrar, though I thank you for
doing so. It is not your fault. Quite a number of people do not
realize I am of age.”

Swallow never let itself be terribly
bothered that everyone thought it was younger than it actually was.
It could be a nuisance but it was a natural mistake because at
seven and a half feet tall, it was the shortest fully-grown Elwist
anyone had ever seen. It had always been short. Its parents told it
that even when it was still in the pond in its larval stage, it was
tinier than usual. It had three older siblings and they were all
taller than it.

It sometimes wished it were at least
a little taller since most things, such
as counters, tables, chairs, desks, etc., were sized for regular
height, the average adult Elwist being around ten feet tall, but no
one had ever made it feel inferior
because of its size. Of course, being mistaken for a child
often led to such instances as today’s of being overlooked by
adults. However, once the error was pointed out to them, they were
always solicitous and helpful.

As the small Elwist finished with its
registration and turned to leave, a young adult walked in. Swallow
was thunderstruck. It was the most beautiful
Elwist it had ever seen. It appeared to be at least eleven
feet tall and its crest was a gorgeous, dark magenta, with green
and blue mixed in. Its eyes were a marvelous shade of brilliant
green instead of the usual blue and its skin was much more silvery
than normal.

Swallow had to consciously keep its mouth
from gaping. It watched as the newcomer walked gracefully over to
the next registration desk. It glanced over at Swallow and nodded a
greeting, smiling kindly as if at a child.

Swallow, realizing it had been staring,
nodded back, its mind dazzled by the beauty of the Elwist. It
continued out the door wishing it had the courage to strike up a
conversation or ask its name.

However, it knew it would be mistaken
for a child again, and besides, it had trouble being accepted by
younger Elwists at first meeting, even the young adults. Most were
somewhat off-put by its size and tended to
treat it as a child, forgetting it was a
fully-grown predult Elwist, even after being told. Since coming
there to work, this had happened much more often than it cared to
remember.

It did not have any close friends
there, and its parents had more than once suggested it come back
home to attend university since, there, it did have good friends,
but it wanted to go to this one in the
2nd Elwist Village. It was
where its older siblings had gone and it had the best classes for
Swallow’s course of studies.

It knew its parents had simply been trying
to protect it but it felt that, eventually, it would be able to
make a few acquaintances. It had never been able to make friends
fast because it was somewhat shy and it tended to get overlooked,
though once people got to know it, they warmed up and became more
conducive to forming a relationship.

The 2nd
village was larger than its home village and it had worked
mostly solitary jobs since being there, leaving one to go to
another, which had given it little occasion for anything else, so
it was not surprising it had no real friends, yet. It hoped things
would be different now that it was going to be studying at
university.

Of course, between its classes and its
part-time jobs, it still may not have
much time to socialize but in that case, it would also not have
much time for getting lonely. It sighed wistfully. At least it knew
the beautiful stranger was kind to children.

It hurried off to locate its classes and
meet its professors.

******

As it turned out, Swallow had two
classes and flight practice with the stranger. It learned its name
was Dove and that it was at the university for extended studies.
Not surprisingly, it quickly became very popular with the other
students. They all clamored to take meals with it or go out into
the village for entertainment or to visit the luanna house with it. Swallow was never asked to
join them.

Swallow was running behind its schedule one
rainy evening about six months into the school year and as it
rushed from its room in student housing to the dining hall trying
not to miss the evening meal, it had its head down to keep the rain
from its face and ran headlong into someone. It bounced back and
grabbed out to try to steady itself but missed and fell hard on its
behind.

It happened so fast that it did not think to
lift itself to keep from falling. A hand reached out to help it up
from the wet pavement. It came up thanking the person and
apologizing profusely for its inattentiveness and clumsiness. It
looked up and saw it had run into Dove.

Swallow was mortified and before it could
control itself, flashed three colors of embarrassment and one of
distress. It heard chuckling and saw Dove was with its friends.
They were coming from the direction of the dining hall.

Dove smiled. “Do not be concerned, Swallow,
I am fine. Are you well? That was quite a thump you took on the
pavement.”

It was surprised that Dove knew its name. It
tried to control its colors as it smiled shakily up at the tall
Elwist. “I am fine,” it stammered, “Again, I apologize for my
clumsiness and inattention.” It started to scurry around the group,
still trying to make it to the dining hall.

Behind it, one of Dove’s friends said with a
chuckle, “If you are going to the dining hall, little one, it has
already closed.”

Swallow’s shoulders slumped and it
stopped.

Oh, zarbons!
it thought. In
addition to embarrassing myself completely, I suppose I will not
eat this evening, either.

It was hungry. It could go into the village
and get food at one of the venders but it was being frugal with its
credits, for, in addition to sending credits to its parents, it was
also saving to buy a home when it completed its studies. It had no
illusions that it would have group-mates to help with building one
by then.

It knew it was going to take it a
little longer than others to acquire mates, and it did not think it
would be acquiring any there. The students were already forming
friendships that would lead to mate-groups, and it
still had no friends here. Dejected, it turned
and started back to its room. It watched as Dove and its friends
receded into the distance, heading toward the village.

Later, it was sitting at its desk studying
for a test the next day in its history class, listening to its
empty stomach rumble. It wished it had gone into the village to get
a bite to eat after all. It probably could have taken on an extra
job or two to replace the credits.

Being hungry was very distracting, and
it was finding itself unable to concentrate properly on its
studies. Instead, it was thinking of Dove and how it looked at it
with what had appeared to be concern in its eyes when it helped it
to its feet. It still was amazed Dove knew its name. Most people
did not remember its name and simply called it “little one,” which
did not offend it, as it knew it was
little and was often called by that diminutive.

Its butt was beginning to feel sore and the
side on which it landed in the fall had acquired an ache. It felt a
catch that was causing it to limp. It decided to shelve its studies
for the night. It would probably remember enough of its lessons to
pass the test tomorrow anyway as it had an excellent memory. It
needed to go to the baths and soak so it would not be so stiff the
next day, or its flight practice was going to be miserable. It got
its towel and robe, and headed down the hall.

It heard water running as it entered the
bathing area, and surmised there was another late bather there
taking a shower. It limped to one of the tubs and turned on the
water. It removed its clothing and sat down on a bench to wait for
the tub to fill. A voice from the other side of the wall startled
it.

“Hello, who is at the
tubs?”

It was Dove. Swallow’s hearts jumped.

“It is I, Swallow. Did you wish to use
this tub? If so, I can get another.” Oh,
zarbons! What a stupid thing
to say! it thought disgusted with itself.
It is obviously taking a shower and does
not need this tub.

“Oh, no, Swallow, I do not need a
tub.” Dove chuckled musically. “I thought it was you I saw passing my shower. Why
are you limping? Were you hurt when you fell? Is there something I
can do for you?”

“I am fine, Dove. The fall was harder
than I thought but I am going to soak. I believe that will relieve
the soreness. Thank you for your concern.” It was thrilled Dove had
asked about it, though. It had not thought it would even remember
the incident.

“Ha! For soreness, there
is something I can do. Wait, I will join you
presently.”

Swallow’s hearts fluttered. It was coming
into its bath! It grabbed its robe and pulled it on. It did not
want it to see the feathers that grew down its arms and sides. It
was another of its differences. It always made sure to have its
flight clothing on when it went to that class to hide them, and
afterward, it always waited for the showers to be empty before
going in.

It was rare for an Elwist to be born
with those. They were a throw-back to their semi-aquatic
beginnings. Not that it was ashamed of them. It was just something
else to set it apart from the others its age. It sometimes wondered
if the gods had been angry at it for a sin or crime it had
committed in another life to make it short of stature
and give it arm feathers. It did not
spend an excessive amount of time brooding on it or feeling sorry
for itself but it was
self-conscious about it.

In a moment, Dove stepped around the wall.
Swallow could not help staring and had to stifle a gasp. Dove had
not put on a robe after toweling itself off, and it was
stunning.

The feathers of its pouch and down its back
were the same as the ones of its crest and its silvery skin shone
from its shower.

“You are so
beautiful!” The words slipped out before Swallow
could stop itself. It flashed with embarrassment and its hand flew
to its mouth when it realized what it had said.

Dove looked at it and grinned widely.
“Why, thank you, Swallow. I think you are beautiful, also.”

Now Swallow’s mouth
did fall open - in shock. It flashed
in distress. It would not have believed Dove would be
cruel. Swallow had never seen itself as
beautiful. Except for its feathers, it thought itself rather plain.
In dismay, it stiffly rose from its seat.

Its throat felt as if it was closing
and its voice did not want to work properly, so it sent, <There
is no need to mock me, Dove.
I am sorry if I have offended you in some way and, again, I
apologize for running into you earlier. I regret that I have
disturbed your bath. I will leave, and return later.> It was
trying not to flash colors of wounded feelings and failing
miserably.

Dove caught it by the shoulders as it tried
to dart by.

“Wait, Swallow, why do you believe I
mock you?” Its voice was gentle. “I would never
do that. And, I do
think you are beautiful. Come, please sit. I wish to help
you, not make fun of you.”

Swallow stared up at it warily trying
to judge its sincerity. It did not appear
to be laughing at it, so it sat back down and smiled
ruefully.

“I am sorry, Dove, if I have misjudged
you but most people do not think I am beautiful. Well, my
parents do, and my siblings think I am,
er, cute, but that is what
family is supposed to believe. No one else does, though. All they
see is how small I am.” It ducked its
head shyly.

Dove regarded it with one eyebrow
lifted. It shook its head. “Then, they have not truly seen you,
Swallow. You are
beautiful,” but short,
it added to itself. One may not wish
to breed with it but as
a luanna-mate…
hmmm.

Dove smiled again and studied it,
noting its wonderful multicolored crest. It wondered if the rest of
its feathers also contained such a profusion of colors. And its
lips were so full. Wonder if they are as
soft as they look, it mused.

“Your family is correct for you are
also cute,” it added softly.

It had seen Swallow in the registrar’s
office at the beginning of the school year and noticed what it had
thought to be a pretty child. It surmised it must be waiting for an
adult and it had essentially ignored the little Elwist.

It was surprised to discover it in two of
its classes the next day and in its flight practice. That was when
it learned Swallow was not a child and was instead, a predult, a
fully-grown Elwist. It had never seen anyone outside of childhood
that small. It remembered thinking it was as small as some of the
larger Humans.

Dove had noted that the little Elwist was
shy and seemed to be having trouble making friends. This did not
surprise it, as it knew most people would think, as it had on first
sight, that it was a child.
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