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CHAPTER ONE










THE CIRCLE TOOK up most of the room, its outline marked in chalk upon the hardwood floor. The five points of the star within met the ring to form a complete image. Four candles set along the drawing’s edge flickered fitfully, casting an eerie glow about the dim space. Incense hanging thick in the air assaulted my nose as I stood to survey the scene. 


Yes. It looked good. 


I drew the black hood of my robe over my head, stuffing my ponytail inside, and knelt before the altar. I grasped the hilt of my sword, a noble’s rapier from the seventeenth century, and rose, taking a step back. All was ready. The spell-casting could begin.


“Malcus! Malcus Molova!” A woman’s voice called from downstairs. “Is that incense I smell? You’re not doing magic, are you?”


And there it went. Hours of preparation and the ritual was doomed.


“No, Aunt Elise! I’m studying. Incense helps.”


“But you haven’t started school yet!” 


“I’m getting ready!”


I waited in silence, my body tense, listening for the sound of approaching feet. 


“Good idea! Your first year at a human school will be hard. But get rid of that incense!”


I sighed. “Yes, Aunt Elise!” At least she didn’t try to stop me.


My eyes went to the closed window, then to the edge of circle in which I stood. I couldn’t leave the ritual as it was. Too much power had already been invoked. If I stepped across that chalk line, a lot more than my body would cross with it. The magical energy I had pooled up would escape, and without the guidance of my will, who knew what it would do. I had to open a magical door that would let me, and only me, out. With a quick swish of the sword, I created the doorway in the circle and strode through. Climbing onto my bed, I pulled the shade and opened the window. I squinted as the afternoon sunlight flooded my bedroom, ruining the atmosphere of the ritual. The smoke that hung heavy in the air filtered out through the screen to be carried away on an October breeze.


I stared at the three-foot-diameter circle that took up most of the available space. I need a better magic room, I thought. Although I’m a sorcerer and can wield the magic within me, a ritual enables me to cast spells that are beyond my current ability. 


I reentered the circle through the opening I had created with my sword and sealed it the same way. Any normal person watching me would see me swinging my sword for no reason. But I felt the power flowing around me. Although the magic couldn’t escape through the door I had built, it would interfere with the ritual, and thus the spell. So, I swished my rapier like I had before, and mentally removed the portal, leaving nothing but the wall of energy that belonged there. Then I returned to the altar and continued the casting. I stared at the picture of my parents. It was a photo I had taken of them on our trip to Rome. It was been a great trip. My smile vanished as my goal came back to me, and I concentrated on the image. I stretched out my thought, away from my body, outward into the world. They weren’t in Rome, as the image showed. I opened my mind and sent out the feelers, looking to catch a nibble from them. 


It took forever, and my strength waned, but I kept pressing. They were out there, somewhere, and I needed to find them. But they evaded detection.


The vastness of the world vanished before me, and my smoke-filled bedroom appeared with a suddenness that made me stagger backward in alarm. 


“Damn it!” I cursed. “Why didn’t it work? It should have worked. I should have found them.”


After a minute to regain my composure, I dismantled the circle, packing the photo carefully in my desk drawer.


Exhaustion washed through me, since I had used all my power on a spell that should have taken a fraction of it. I slouched down the stairs and into the kitchen. Aunt Elise was there. She had just pulled a sheet of chocolate chip cookies from the oven. 


She nodded a greeting toward me as I grabbed an energy drink from the fridge. “Homemade cookies are perfect after a long casting.”


I flashed a surprised glance at her.


She gave me an I’m-no-idiot look, then smiled again. 


“You’re looking for them.” She took a spatula and transferred the cookies to a serving tray. “It only makes sense. Sometimes I wish I could.”


Aunt Elise was about as mundane as they come. We both came from a long line of sorcerers, but she never seemed to develop any powers. I had never seen her cast a single spell. Now, that might make sense while hiding here among humans, but not in my parents’ home where no one but sorcerers lived. Yet, she never showed any hint of magical ability around me. Still, she was part of the family, she kept our secret. Like all mythic creatures, sorcerers have to keep their identities concealed. We might be part human, but we’re still supernatural, and therefore as threatened by humanity as vampires and werewolves. 


Humans can be dangerous when they’re scared. They hunted trolls to extinction, which was an amazing feat in itself. (Trolls were twenty-foot tall monstrous creatures with a tendency to eat everything that moved). And now, they’re nothing but myth and legend. Goblins have endangered status even though humans don’t know they exist. Goblins aren’t too bright, and their disguises are usually confused with pests. With our magical abilities, sorcerers would probably be next on the extinction list if they knew we weren’t human.


Aunt Elise joined me at the table and offered me the tray. I took three cookies and stuffed a whole one in my mouth as she sat down opposite me. 


She smiled at me. “You’ve only been here a few days and you already tried to locate your parents. Marta warned me you were tenacious.”


“I couldn’t find them,” I said, after swallowing.


“Because they don’t want to be found. What they’re doing is important and dangerous. They have to stay hidden.”


“But why? What are they doing that’s so dangerous?”


“You’re too young to know.”


“I’m fifteen! I’m almost an adult.”


Aunt Elise chuckled. “Not quite, dear. You’ve got a few years to go.”


“I can get the information from you.”


“I would like to think you wouldn’t do that.”


Part of me wanted to, but I knew better. You don’t invade the minds of people you care for.


“No, I wouldn’t.”


“That’s good. Besides, they never told me, and I didn’t want them to. The less I know, the safer I am.”


“But it’s Alliance work?” I posed it as a question, though I knew the answer.


“The hard jobs always are.”


“Sometimes I wish they never joined.” My parents worked for The Alliance of Mythical People, or A.M.P. It’s a secret organization dedicated to keeping the existence and location of supernatural people and creatures hidden from humans. They travel all over the world on important missions. I was proud of them. But they rarely left me for long. This time they planned to be gone for nearly a year.


Aunt Elise shrugged. “But they are in the Alliance, dear. We have to make do. So, I get to visit with my favorite nephew. And you get a break from your magical studies to have a semester in a school with other humans.”


“I’m not human.”


“You’re part human, and that’s enough. You’re not a monster.”


I frowned. “Are fairies monsters?” 


“Some are,” she muttered. She didn’t mean for me to hear, but I couldn’t resist my retort.


“And like fairies, some humans are, too.”


The breath Aunt Elise released then was something I was getting used to. She tended to do that a lot when we talked. “I stand corrected. It’ll still be good to connect with your human side a bit more.”


I shrugged. “Whatever. I just want Mom and Dad to come home.”


“I know, dear. But you have to stop looking for them. If you find them, you might make it easier for someone else to. And that could put them in danger.”


“Okay,” I said. She was right, of course. As much as I wanted to search for my parents, it was safer to leave them be.


“Why don’t you go wander around? It’s nice here, and there’s no need to worry about mythical people or creatures. Durbin Point is as mundane a town as you could ask for.”


I rose from my seat. “I guess I can study the natives.” Armed with a handful of cookies, I went to the door. 


“You’ll want a jacket!” my aunt called after me.


“I’ll be fine!” My words preceded the door as it closed behind me.


A shiver ran through my body. A strong breeze blew down the road from the coast. It tore through my shirt. Another shiver engulfed me, and I rubbed my arms with my hands. 


I grimaced as I looked back at the house. I wasn’t about to let Aunt Elise think she was right. After a moment’s deliberation, I resumed my confident pace down the walkway to the street. I waved my hand in a quick, commanding gesture as I focused on my jacket, which hung on the back of my desk chair. I winced as the sound of a window screen tearing came from the second floor of the house, but then grinned as the coat landed gently over my shoulders. My arms slid into its sleeves, and I left the zipper open as I turned to walk eastward down Dunmore Street toward the seawall. 


I’m going to catch hell for that screen, I thought as I embarked on my first solo foray into the human world.






I STROLLED DOWN Dunmore Street, enjoying the crisp autumn air and observing the neighbors as they busied themselves with their human lives. A few people went from door to car, or car to door. One worked on a boat that sat in his driveway.


Dunmore Street ended at the junction of North Shore Road, which ran parallel to the ocean shore. There, on the far side of the road, the seawall rose four feet from the ground, the concrete structure preventing my view of the ocean from where I walked. 


I crossed the street, confident that the vehicles would stop for me. Sure enough, one came screeching to a halt. The car’s occupant honked his horn and made rude gestures at me. I smiled and continued across the street. He squealed his tires again after I passed. Humans enjoyed making a big display with their cars. It was a standard show of strength.


The seawall was easy to climb onto. Once there, I took a look around. The ocean stretched out from the edge of the wall to the horizon, with only one small island in sight. I didn’t know its name, and nobody lived there. Turning to the north, the wall and its street ran in an imperfect arc, following the shore. Few people walked there, and homes lined the opposite side of the street. To the south looked more promising as the road passed by a small town beach and boardwalk. Many people strolled along the sidewalks, and I could hear their laughter from my vantage a quarter mile distant. 


I walked along the seawall, which was at least three feet wide, as I made my way southward toward the hub of activity. The wind whipped around me, causing my jacket to flap and my ponytail to beat against my head and neck. But I enjoyed it. I liked the crisp scent of salty air and the sound of the waves crashing against the wall below. Spray from the ocean sprinkled on my face, but it filled me with exhilaration. I came from Colorado, where there was no ocean, so I reveled in the experience. 


I was not alone in my enjoyment of the sea. Couples walking beside the wall often stopped to gaze with longing at the great waves and to point at the boats sailing on the horizon. This became so frequent as I approached the small boardwalk that I jumped down to the sidewalk, lest an onlooker knock me over by accident. 


The boardwalk, such that it was, had mostly closed for the season, but a few shops remained open to service the locals. A group of teenage humans congregated outside a video arcade. I had heard of arcades; the places filled with antique game consoles, where each machine ran only one game. And all the games were old and pitifully out-of-date. I found it hard to believe any still existed, but here it stood, and it was open. 


My study of the human world would begin with Roger’s Arcade. I wanted to know what human teens saw in such a dying custom. The entrance took up most of the arcade’s wall, to provide easy access for a swarm of kids. I strode through the group of teens at the entrance, who paused their conversation to watch me as I passed by.


The building was deep and dark, allowing the game machines to bathe the place in flashing lights. The beeps and chirps of a hundred different games permeated the air, and I almost fled from the chaos of it. And there was no need for such a wide entrance. It had likely been decades since this business had last seen a mob. Most of the machines were unoccupied, and I could see only a dozen kids, most of whom huddled around the same few games. 


I stood gawking near the entrance, lost in the garish noise and lights, staring at the place in awe. Roger’s Arcade both attracted and repelled me.


“You going in, or what?” 


I jumped at the sudden invasion of my reverie and noticed that the group of kids that had congregated by the entrance now stood around me. They were all taller than me, and at least a year older. The one who spoke, who I took to be their leader, had broad shoulders and large biceps. He must have been used to hard labor.


“You just going to stand there?” the muscle-bound kid prodded. He looked down at me with a curious expression. I think he was trying to figure me out. Although my plan was only to observe, I knew I had to interact with this group. 


“I will, in time. At the moment, I’m looking around.” My tone was polite, as my parents had taught me. This was the first time I had ever interacted with humans without my parents to help me. I was alone and didn’t feel comfortable with my “people skills.”


The leader laughed. “Come on! I’ll show you around.”


“I don’t know you. It’s not smart to follow strangers.”


Another chuckle. “Fine. I’m Mark, and this is Jake.” He motioned to a boy who was almost as tall as him. He had short, black hair and broad shoulders. He grinned at me, but I wasn’t convinced he was friendly. “The little guy there is Pete,” Mark continued. He motioned toward a shorter and stockier kid with bushy red hair. Pete’s smile seemed genuine. “And that’s Nate,” Mark finished. Nate, a boy with wispy blond hair and a slim, wiry appearance, sneered. Except for Pete, this group didn’t fill me with confidence.


The leader laughed. “Now you know us. Let’s go! I’ll show you some of the best games.” He slapped me hard on the back, then gave me a little push into the building. He stepped forward and put his arm roughly around my shoulder as though to show camaraderie. A predator might do the same thing to prevent me from running. But I showed no weakness and thus made poor prey. 


The boy and his friends led me deep into the arcade toward an unoccupied section. 


“It appears that game is quite fun,” I said, pointing to one with a crowd of kids around it.


“Nah! Too many people. The best ones are over here.”


He led me to a console in a dark corner of the room. It had a fake gun for a controller, and the screen depicted a street scene, probably in Europe somewhere. It had a first-person view, projecting the appearance that we were there. 


The leader held out his hand. “Here, give me some coins and I’ll show you how to play.”


I shrugged. “You should pay for your play. I’ll watch.”


The older teen turned slowly to face me, a hint of menace in his expression. “Don’t get cheap. I’m doing this for you.” 


“You tell him, Mark!” Pete said.


The intentions of the boys came to me in that instance. They were not befriending me. They wanted me to buy them games. He was a predator, after all. A poor one, since he had failed to see my lack of fear.


I flashed Mark a triumphant grin. “I’m afraid I’m far too smart for such a pedestrian ruse. You can pay for your own games. Now, if you’ll excuse me...”


“Pedestrian?” The smile had faded from Mark’s face, which now turned bright red. He grabbed my shirt roughly with his right hand and shoved me toward the entrance. His friends crowded around, blocking my sight of the surrounding arcade.


There was no misunderstanding Mark’s behavior. He meant violence, but the owner of the establishment wouldn’t allow it, so he was forcing me outside, where his exceptional muscles would be put to the test. I had erred. I had overlooked Mark’s obvious behavior and found myself in a dangerous situation. Now I had to find a way out. I could knock them all away from me with one spell, but I needed to hide my powers from humans. Being a monster, of sorts, blending in was essential. I had to find a mundane way out of this predicament, and quickly.


Mark was much stronger than me. In fact, all four of them were more than a match for me if it came to a fist fight. Running was my best option. As we approached the entrance, I tripped intentionally on my foot and fell forward. This forced Mark to let go of me, sending me onto my hands and feet. 


I launched myself forward and ran as fast as I could. 


I might not be strong in a fight, but I’m light-weight, and that gave me an edge as I sprinted up the road toward home. All four boys ran after me at a good pace. I made as straight a line as I could up the road, dodging people who walked along the boardwalk. 


When I left the boardwalk behind, I found my pursuers had made ground on me. I cursed and redoubled my speed, pushing myself harder. My breath came out in quick gasps with every footfall, and sweat poured down my face despite the cold air. The futility of the chase dawned on me as I ran. As wiry as I was, they outmatched me in strength and stamina. Eventually, I would slow down and they wouldn’t. I had to use my mind, which I had a clear advantage with. I could turn down a side street and cross lawns, but that would involve acrobatics, and my steps were already slower and heavier. Across the street was the seawall. Nothing there. I could dive over the wall, but the fall would be too much and the water too cold, and there was a good chance they’d be dumb enough to follow me. Yet at least it would get me out of their sight.


That’s it! 


A car approached, growing larger as it came closer. At the last moment, I swerved and ran across the street barely in time for the car to miss me. The driver honked his horn. But I didn’t care. My pursuers had to stop for it, and that gave me a chance. Reaching the sidewalk, I scrambled onto the seawall and looked back at my erstwhile friends. Mark pointed in true brutish fashion, and then they charged. I waved to them, a smug smile playing across my face. 


And then I jumped.

















CHAPTER TWO










DON’T WORRY. I had no intention of getting wet. I’m a sorcerer, after all, and although I wasn’t allowed to perform magic in front of humans, I certainly could do so from behind a seawall. As a result, when the bullies stuck their heads over the edge, they saw nothing but water. Before I leaped, I had created an invisible platform of energy that protruded from the concrete barrier below me. Then I cast an invisibility glamour once I landed on it. The spell wouldn’t dupe a mythic person, but these dopes looked right through me as though I weren’t there. The looks of utter bewilderment on their faces were precious. 


They argued as I waited on my magical ledge. “I watched him jump!” said Nate.


“So did I!” said Pete. 


“He can’t have just vanished,” came Mark’s voice, distinctive, with its deep timbre. 


Jake shot a nervous look at Mark. “Do you think he went into the water?”


Mark frowned. “Where else could he have gone?”


I was getting bored. I turned around and looked out at the ocean. The sea stretched out before me in its magnificence. Wind whipped through my hair and I smiled despite the dire predicament I was in. I counted three boats sailing out near a small island. 


“This is bad,” said Pete. “He might have drowned. The water’s freezing.”


“He knew what he was doing,” said Jake. 


“We’d see him if he fell in,” Mark said. “It’s not that deep.” 


“Hey!” It was Pete. “We’d better go. I don’t want to get caught.”


Jake looked right at with eyes that saw nothing but the water below. “Should we call 911?” 


Mark nodded. “But we’ll do it anonymously. Let’s go.”


One by one, their heads disappeared, and I heard them walking away. 


Now I had to climb back onto the seawall. I looked up. The lip was two feet above my head, so I leaped and scrambled for a hold. This took a few tries. I’m athletic, in a wiry and agile sort of way. But I’m not strong, and the concrete was worn and wet. Still, perseverance won out, and I dragged myself up and clambered to safety. The spell I had cast on myself would last a while still, so I lay there, panting and rubbing my invisible arms for some time. Then I made my way casually back to Dunmore Street. Once there, I hid behind a nearby house and became visible once more. 


The ordeal left me exhausted, so I returned home and collapsed on my bed. I learned an important lesson that day: don’t mock humans. They are proud and prone to violence!






MONDAY MORNING DAWNED cold and wet, and I dragged myself out of bed to prepare for my first day at a human school. My family lived away from humans, in a home on the edge of wilderness and magically hidden from the populace. I hadn’t thought it necessary to learn about them. Our house had no electricity, magic supplying any comforts we couldn’t produce through simple means. As a result, I never watched television and only saw a handful of movies on one of our trips into town.


Aunt Elise insisted I ride the bus, to “enhance my study of human culture.” I thought it unnecessary. It was the same as riding in a car, which I’d done. A bus couldn’t be any different. But she got her way and so I stood on the sidewalk in front of her house waiting for it. The predawn sky cast the street in a gray pallor. Mist blown in from the cool ocean breeze loitered over the ground as I paced on the concrete. Drawing my schedule from my backpack, I ran down the list of classes. It showed Social Studies for First Period. I wasn’t sure what that meant, but it sounded useful, since I didn’t know how to interact socially with humans. It was in room 221. Aunt Elise said it was on the second floor. The numbering system looked easy enough, so I doubted there would be trouble. 


“What am I doing?” I said abruptly. “Mom and Dad are out risking their lives again, and here I am worrying about school!” I shoved my schedule into my bag and paced around on the sidewalk. This kind of work was typical for them. They were field agents for the Alliance, so they’re often sent away on missions. But usually, they weren’t gone at the same time. And they’d never been gone for months before. I was supposed to live with Aunt Elise for a whole school year. And they didn’t expect me to worry? They could be fighting trolls in Norway or going undercover to root out some cabal of rogue sorcerers. Their lives were in danger. 


“I should be with them,” I said miserably.


The bus appeared at the end of Dunmore Street, so I stopped pacing and tried to bury my stress as I awaited the giant yellow monstrosity that lumbered down the road. It hissed and squealed as it came to a stop before me. The door opened, and I climbed in. The driver, an overweight woman in her forties, motioned down the center aisle. All the first-row seats were open, which surprised me since they were the most convenient. I slid into one and shimmied over to the window.


This was far different from riding in a car. My first concern was that there were no safety belts on the bench seats that were riveted to the floor. It forced the rickety feel of the vehicle into the forefront of my mind. When the bus lurched into motion, I grabbed the railing in front of me and held on tightly. Each bump on the road seemed to cause the vehicle to bounce like a trampoline. The odd thing was that none of the other children looked concerned. 


That brought my mind to the second big difference between buses and cars. The other passengers. At least two dozen kids filled the seats by the time I boarded. The shouts, talking, and screams of the students added to the vehicle’s rumbling noise to create an atmosphere of chaos I had difficulty dealing with. It reminded me of the arcade, only worse. This was noisier, more cramped, and it jostled me around with every bump and turn. But the bus didn’t crash or break down, and I remained in my seat as we made our meandering way to the school.


Nobody shared my seat or tried to talk to me, which made it easier to study bus customs. I learned several of those as I rode to school that day. 


One, the troublemakers sat in the back, as it gave them a tactical advantage. They didn’t have to watch their backs and had an unrestricted view of everyone. This aided their pastime of shooting spitballs and throwing things.


Two, the kids could be divided into two groups: those who wore headphones, and those who did not. The former kept to themselves and sat in silence, listening to music. The latter huddled in groups or pairs and talked incessantly. Their words didn’t reach me, but they laughed a lot, so these were no scholarly conversations.


Three, the bus driver held authority that the passengers respected. Whenever she told someone to face front or stop throwing spitballs at me, they shaped up right away. 


The school was an enormous brick building that stretched out in all directions, making it impossible to estimate its exact size. It had two floors, though, and one section rose to a third. The buses lined up before the large main entrance, and the students filed off as soon as their driver opened the door. I was the first to exit the contraption. I had no intention of meeting the troublemakers who had stood up at once to harass the other children. 


Room 221 proved more difficult to find than I had imagined. The two-hundred range did indeed mean the second floor, but each was a maze of hallways, and I had to learn the numbering system for each hallway. 


I arrived right after the bell rang. The classroom comprised four rows of single-seat desks that all faced the front of the room, where the teacher’s larger desk aimed back at the students. A whiteboard dominated the wall behind the teacher. I wished I had one like that. It would help a great deal with ritual creation. 


I approached the teacher and handed him the paper that explained who I was. He wrote my name down on what resembled a roster, then told me which seat to take. A single empty desk stood in the row by the windows, near the back. I scanned the students’ faces, and I grinned with satisfaction to see none of the ruffians from the arcade. I sat down and withdrew my Social Studies book from my backpack.


My initial definition of this class was wrong. The subject didn’t cover how to behave in society. Instead, the teacher focused on a part of world history. 


“We have a new student here,” Mr. Wyman said. He motioned toward me. “This is Malcus Molova. He’ll be joining us for the rest of the year, so please make him feel welcome.”


All faces turned to stare at me: some smiling, others indifferent.  


“Okay everyone,” Mr. Wyman said. “There’s no lecture today. Get into your groups and work on your projects.” 


The students then moved their chairs and desks noisily to form clusters of three or four people each.


The teacher came over to me. 


“Malcus, we’re learning about civilizations, and the class has formed teams to build hypothetical ones. Let’s find one for you.”


Mr. Wyman led me to one such group. I selected an unused desk near theirs and pulled it over.


“Malcus will join your team. Show him what you’ve done and include him in the work.” 


Two girls and one boy looked up at me. The girls huddled beside each other while the boy sat across the table from them. 


“This is Kathy Wilkins,” said the teacher, motioning toward a blonde, blue-eyed girl. Her smile was bright and cheerful, which I returned as best I could. 


“And this is Tracy Mann.” He gestured to the second girl. Shorter than Kathy and petite, her brown hair cascaded in silky waves to her shoulders. Her bangs hung down to half conceal her dark eyes. Only the slightest hint of a smile tugged at one corner of her mouth.


“And this is Oni Akio.” The boy didn’t speak. Though short, he still had a few inches on Tracy. He was Asian, and dressed in the T-shirt and jeans that most of the school boys wore. The kid watched me curiously, as though trying to figure me out.


“What’s wrong, Oni?” Kathy said. “You never stop talking.” 


Oni shrugged, but remained quiet. He continued to stare at me.


“Well,” said Mr. Wyman. “I’ll leave you all to it. Please make him feel welcome, kids.” He left to wander the room, checking on each group.


“Where are you from, Malcus?” Kathy asked. 


“Colorado,” I said. 


“Cool!” 


“So, we’re creating a civilization?” I wanted to avoid questions about my life and my family since I couldn’t tell them the truth.


Kathy nodded. “Oni’s done most of it. He’s good at this stuff. But we’re helping.”


I looked over the papers that described the culture they were building. 


“It’s a primitive civilization,” I said, noting the descriptions of stone structures, swords and bows for their soldiers, and a monarchy for a government.


“That’s the rules,” Kathy said. “Mr. Wyman told us to create an ancient civilization. We have to work out the government, economics, defenses, and so on.”


“It looks reasonable. You’ve got all the basics.” I noticed that the features thus far had a masculine tone, focusing on war and weapons, walls, and moats. Most had been written by one person. I glanced at each of their possessions. The handwriting of the words “Social Studies” on Oni’s wire-bound notebook matched the text on the paper. 


“What parts did you add?” I asked Kathy. 


She tilted her head as she looked at me. “What do you mean?”


“Well, you said you helped, but all I see here is stuff Oni created.”


“We started on Friday. We haven’t gotten far.” 


“Is it customary for the men to do most of the work, and for the women to help?” Sorcerers never treat women as lesser than men. Some of the most powerful sorcerers I knew were women. But I supposed humans could be primitive in that respect.


“What the hell!” Kathy gasped and glared at me. 


I frowned. “I hope I didn’t speak out of turn.”


“Screw you,” Tracy said simply.


Kathy recovered from her shock at hearing my theory. “You think you’re so awesome with your big words and weird talk, but you’re just a loser!”


Oni remained silent. He continued to look at me, but now his face creased into a frown. 


“Come on, Oni. Tracy,” Kathy said, turning away from me. “Let’s get to work. Malcus can help if he wants.”


The two girls ignored me for the rest of the class. I realized I had guessed wrongly about the role of women in human society, and that I had made a faux pas. I tried to apologize for my indiscretion, but Kathy wouldn’t let me. She cut me off every time I tried to speak, and I ended up sitting there watching them as they worked. Discovering a way to make up for it would be tough, but I had to try. The girls were nice, and I wanted them to like me. I had reservations about Oni, who never spoke to me, but sneaked glances at me whenever he thought I wasn’t looking. 


With the room numbering system figured out, I had no trouble finding my next class, which was Mathematics. Oni sat nearby. As before, he watched me as I took my seat. In fact, he kept his eyes on me throughout the period. It was disconcerting. Is this normal behavior for human kids? I wondered. A quick look around the place showed that everyone else had forgotten about me and focused on their work. I chose not to pay him any mind. He was a strange boy, but harmless. Instead, I focused my attention on the teacher and listened to the lecture. I excelled in math, so I found the rest of the class to be both enjoyable and easy. 


Third Period was Composition. The students were in the middle of a big writing assignment. The teacher, Mrs. Pearson, answered questions and helped a few of the students with their papers, then met with me. She gave me a smaller version of the essay since I had less time to complete it. She was fair and intelligent, and I realized I might learn something from her.


Well, what do you know? I said to myself as I sat at my desk and listened to her speak. This human school might not be a waste of my time after all.


I had Spanish next, and then lunch in the cafeteria. I knew the rudiments of Spanish already. My parents, being in the Alliance, considered it important to speak as many human languages as possible. I didn’t see their viewpoint, since I could easily cast a spell to translate for me. Still, it was nice to take a class they would approve of.


I went in search of Room 147. As I rounded onto a side passage from the main hallway, I tripped and fell face-forward onto the floor. I leaped to my feet and turned to see the cause of my fall.


Mark from Roger’s Arcade stood before me. His muscles flexed and a big grin stretched wide across his face. 


There was no mistaking his intentions.






“SO,” THE OAF said as he glared at me, menace etched in every line of his brutish face. “Where were we? Oh, yeah . . . who’s pedestrian?”


I grimaced. Students in the hallway stopped to watch the altercation. By the looks on their faces, they arrived at the same conclusion I had. 


“Why do you think I’m pedestrian?” He stepped closer and grabbed my shoulder with his left hand, his vice-like grip sending shards of pain through my body. “Is it because I’m tough?”


My eyes darted around him, searching for a means of escape. None came. 


“Well?” He shoved me roughly against a row of lockers, which rattled throughout the hall. “Answer me!”


“In truth, I didn’t expect you to know what pedestrian meant.”


The fist connected with my face before I could focus on it. Intense pain washed over me and my knees suddenly felt like jelly. Something with a metallic taste ran from my nose.


I needed to learn to hold my tongue with this rogue. 


“Your insistence on violence doesn’t help your argument. If you want to be taken seriously, you must—”


I twisted my head in time to avoid a second fist in the nose. Instead, the punch buffeted my cheek and sent me into the lockers again. It’s amazing how pain in one part of the body can affect muscles in another; such was the case when my legs weakened and I nearly collapsed. In fact, I would have fallen if he hadn’t held me up with his free hand. 


Mark raised his fist for a third strike. “You’re going to regret you ever met me,” he hissed. 


Of course, I already did, but I chose not to voice that opinion. I lifted my arm to defend against the next blow.


“Mark Rousseau!” The voice came from the main hall I had so recently left.


My attacker glanced that way and then sighed. He lowered his fist, but kept his hand on my shoulder, holding me in place.


Mrs. Pearson, my Composition teacher, stormed toward us, anger and disapproval twisting her otherwise kind demeanor. 


“Mr. Rousseau, you are well aware of our policy about fighting.”


“But Mrs. Pearson . . .” the brute whined, as though afraid of the elderly woman who stood before him. “He started it!”


She raised an eyebrow. “He attacked you?”


“He called me pedestrian.”


Humor twitched on the teacher’s face, but she remained stern as she glared at Mark. “There is no fighting in this school. You know this better than anyone. Now, let’s go, the both of you.”


Mark released my shoulder, and I toppled to the floor. 


Mrs. Pearson frowned and helped me up. She fished in the pocket of her sweater and removed a handkerchief, which she placed in my hand. “Pinch your nose—it should stop bleeding.”


I took the cloth and wiped the blood from my face, then followed the two along the hall toward the front entrance.


She led us to the main offices, then told us to sit in chairs that lined the wall outside them. With a look of caution at Mark, she disappeared through the door. 


I was thrilled. 


This was clearly an out-of-the-ordinary situation, and I had the opportunity to witness firsthand what happened in a disciplinary case. They must be gathering a tribunal, I thought excitedly. Beyond that door was a courtroom of some kind, and I would have to plead my case. I wasn’t concerned, since I was an innocent victim, and Mark was apparently a repeat offender. I wondered what kind of sentence Mark would get. He was, after all, a child. I looked at my enemy. He fidgeted nervously, casting dark glances at me. He was worried, but he didn’t look like someone in dire straits. 


 The teacher emerged from the office and strode away down the hall. A woman then called us in. I followed Mark through the door. I wanted the look of guilt on his face to be the first impression the tribunal received upon our arrival. 


But there was no tribunal. 


We entered a small square room, much smaller than any of my classrooms. The walls were adorned with ordinary things: a bookshelf, a filing cabinet, photographs of someone’s children. A big wooden desk filled the far half of the room. The man who sat behind it was middle-aged and mostly bald, what hair he had flecked with gray. A nameplate at the edge of his desk read “Harold Lansing, Vice Principal.” There was no vaulted ceiling. No dais. No throne for the judge. And there was certainly no jury.


The man motioned for us to take the two empty chairs before us. Mark obeyed, seating himself and scanning the room nervously, unable to meet the man’s eyes. 


I frowned and looked around, at a loss.


“Have a seat, Mr. Molova,” the man said. His voice was strong and stern. I looked at him with renewed interest. Perhaps this man was the sole bearer of discipline for the school. A man of power whose words must be obeyed at great cost.


With a nod of respect, I lowered myself into the open chair and waited patiently for the proceedings to begin.


“Fighting is not permitted in this school.” His gaze went from Mark to me and back to Mark.


My nemesis opened his mouth, but was silenced by a sharp look from the vice principal. 


“And we have zero tolerance for bullying.”


“I wasn’t bullying,” Mark said. His voice shook. He was nervous. I had not expected that. This boy was large and strong and assertive. He was behaving meekly, which did not fit his personality.


“That would be a first, Mr. Rousseau. You know what I told you. One more time and you get suspended.”


“But he started it!” Mark exclaimed. “He called me pedestrian.”


Vice Principal Lansing frowned and turned his gaze on me. “Did you?”


I took a moment to compose my thoughts. It was important that I pled my case carefully, even though I was a faultless victim in this exercise.


“I’m afraid I did, but in my defense, it was yesterday, outside of school, and in response to attempted theft.”


“I didn’t try to steal anything?” Mark shouted, twisting to glare at me.
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