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.
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“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 cir-
cle 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, 1 thought. Al-
though I'm a sorcerer and can wield the magic within me, a rit-
ual 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
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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!” T 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 'm-no-idiot look, then smiled again.
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“You're looking for them.” She took a spatula and trans-
ferred the cookies to a serving tray. “It only makes sense. Some-
times 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 de-
velop 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 theyre scared. They
hunted trolls to extinction, which was an amazing feat in itself.
(Trolls were twenty-foot tall monstrous creatures with a ten-
dency to eat everything that moved). And now, they’re nothing
but myth and legend. Goblins have endangered status even
though humans dont 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 werent 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
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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! ’'m almost an adult.”

Aunt Elise chuckled. “Not quite, dear. Youve 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.DP. It’s a secret orga-
nization dedicated to keeping the existence and location of su-
pernatural 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 semes-
ter in a school with other humans.”

“I'm not human.”

“You're part human, and that’s enough. You're not a mon-

»
ster.
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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 be-
hind 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 delibera-
tion, I resumed my confident pace down the walkway to the

street. | waved my hand in a quick, commanding gesture as I
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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 [ 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, 1 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
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side of the street. To the south looked more promising as the
road passed by a small town beach and boardwalk. Many peo-
ple 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 Col-
orado, where there was no ocean, so I reveled in the experience.

I was not alone in my enjoyment of the sea. Couples walk-
ing 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 [ 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 con-
soles, where each machine ran only one game. And all the
games were old and pitifully out-of-date. I found it hard to be-
lieve 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 dy-
ing 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
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to watch me as I passed by.

The building was deep and dark, allowing the game ma-
chines 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 at-
tracted 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 “peo-
ple skills.”

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

“I don’t know you. It’s not smart to follow strangers.”
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Another chuckle. “Fine. '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 wasnt
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 for-
ward 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.”
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“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 hu-
mans. 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. Run-
ning 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
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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
[ 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 theyd be dumb enough to follow me. Yet at least
it would get me out of their sight.

Thats 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 fash-
ion, and then they charged. I waved to them, a smug smile play-
ing across my face.

And then I jumped.

12
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Don't worry. I had no intention of getting wet. I'm a sor-
cerer, after all, and although I wasnt allowed to perform magic
in front of humans, I certainly could do so from behind a sea-
wall. 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 con-
crete barrier below me. Then I cast an invisibility glamour once
I landed on it. The spell wouldnt 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, distinc-
tive, with its deep timbre.

Jake shot a nervous look at Mark. “Do you think he went

into the water?”
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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 wa-
ter’s freezing.”

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

“Wed 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 wa-
ter below. “Should we call 91127

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. 'm athletic, in a wiry and agile sort
of way. But 'm not strong, and the concrete was worn and wet.
Still, perseverance won out, and I dragged myself up and clam-
bered 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 col-
lapsed on my bed. I learned an important lesson that day: don’t

mock humans. They are proud and prone to violence!
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Monday morning dawned cold and wet, and I dragged my-
self 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 [ 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 sched-
ule 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 so-
cially 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 mis-
sions. 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
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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.
[ 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 be-
tween 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 nois-
ier, more cramped, and it jostled me around with every bump
and turn. But the bus didn’t crash or break down, and I re-
mained in my seat as we made our meandering way to the

school.
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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 hud-
dled in groups or pairs and talked incessantly. Their words
didn’t reach me, but they laughed a lot, so these were no schol-
arly conversations.

Three, the bus driver held authority that the passengers re-
spected. 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 stu-
dents 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 imag-
ined. 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
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room, where the teacher’s larger desk aimed back at the stu-
dents. A whiteboard dominated the wall behind the teacher. 1
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 resem-
bled 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 rufhans 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
didnt cover how to behave in society. Instead, the teacher fo-
cused on a part of world history.

“We have a new student here,” Mr. Wyman said. He mo-
tioned 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 in-
different.

“Okay everyone,” Mr. Wyman said. “There’s no lecture to-
day. 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
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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. “T'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 ques-
tions 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
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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 per-
son. 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 re-
spect.

“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!”
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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 belp 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 soci-
ety, 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 disconcert-
ing. Is this normal behavior for human kids? 1 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 fo-
cused 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 en-
joyable 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 | had less time to complete it. She was fair and intel-
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ligent, and I realized I might learn something from her.

Well, what do you know? 1 said to myself as I sat at my desk
and listened to her speak. 7his 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 Al-
liance, considered it important to speak as many human lan-
guages as possible. I didn’t see their viewpoint, since I could eas-
ily 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 . . . whos
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 send-
ing shards of pain through my body. “Is it because I'm tough?”

My eyes darted around him, searching for a means of es-
cape. None came.

“Well?” He shoved me roughly against a row of lockers,
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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 weak-
ened 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. “Youre going to regret
you ever met me,” he hissed.

Of course, I already did, but I chose not to voice that opin-
ion. 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?”
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“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 bleed-

2

ing.

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.

[ was thrilled.

This was clearly an out-of-the-ordinary situation, and I had
the opportunity to witness firsthand what happened in a disci-
plinary case. They must be gathering a tribunal, 1 thought excit-
edly. Beyond that door was a courtroom of some kind, and I
would have to plead my case. [ wasn’t concerned, since [ 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, cast-
ing 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.
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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 be-
fore 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. Per-
haps 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
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you. One more time and you get suspended.”

“But he started it!” Mark exclaimed. “He called me pedes-
trian.”

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

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

“Im afraid I did, but in my defense, it was yesterday, out-
side of school, and in response to attempted theft.”

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

“Did you, or did you not, try to coerce money from me?”

“Screw you!”

“Mr. Rousseau,” Vice Principal Lansing cut in. “Answer
him.”

Mark’s eyes shot helplessly from the man to me. Then he
lowered his head in shame.

“Yes.”

“And all he did was call you a name, after you provoked
him.”

The boy scowled, but looked down at his lap. “Yes.”

“And so you hit him, twice, in the face.”

Mark closed his eyes, defeated. Then he nodded.

“Mr. Molova,” the vice principal said. “Did you punch, or
otherwise try to hurt Mr. Rousseau?”

“No, sir. In the strictest sense, I did not participate in the
fight.”

The vice principal nodded. “You may go now, Malcus. But

I'd be more careful with your choice of words in the future. It
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doesn’t pay to insult those who are stronger than you.”

I rose. “Thank you, sir. Those are wise words.” Then I
turned and left the room. I continued to shake, and my legs still
felt like rubber, but my nose had stopped bleeding and my
strength gradually returned as I walked.

Human high school was far more difficult than I had be-
lieved. The thought raced through my mind as I continued to
my class. It seemed the most important lessons had nothing to

do with the school’s curriculum.
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The cafeteria was the first impressive room I encountered at
the school. It was wide and deep, with support pillars rising
from floor to ceiling at even intervals. The walls were painted in
bright blues and yellows. Long, rectangular tables filled nearly
every open space in the room, leaving a maze of narrow gaps
between them that students traversed with their food. The
scene was chaotic. No fewer than a hundred students occupied
the room, either seated at tables, standing in line for the
kitchen, or simply milling about. And with every kid talking,
the sound was deafening. I had to take a deep breath to calm
my nerves before entering,.

The kitchen had two entrances, one on either side of the
room. Students lined up to enter through one doorway while
kids holding trays laden with food exited from the other.

I joined the queue and waited as the line inched along. Kids
talked to each other, leaving me to my own thoughts. The day

was half over, and not only had I failed to make any friends, I
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had managed to alienate everyone I met. My morale was low
when I finally entered the kitchen. The food looked unappeal-
ing, and my thoughts drifted to Aunt Elise’s meals, which were
always delicious. I told myself to bring a lunch to school from
that point onward.

When I emerged into the cafeteria, I scanned for a place to
sit. The two girls from my Social Studies group sat at a table
with two friends, but there were a couple of empty seats. | made
my way toward their table, but when Kathy noticed me, she
scowled and shook her head.

She was still angry at my error and clearly didn’t want an
apology. I turned away and sought a seat at the end of a long
table that held only two students. They ignored me as they ate
and chatted. I listened in, as I was here to study humans, but I
could make no sense of their conversation. I was missing much
needed context, and they spoke in a dialect I couldn’t recognize.
The term “OMG” had no meaning for me.

I had only taken three bites of my cheeseburger when a girl
took a seat opposite me. She was of average height, but that was
her only common feature. Her long, obsidian hair cascaded
down her back in gentle waves. A small braid around her head
kept her hair from her face. Her fair skin appeared pale com-
pared to the blackness of her hair. Her eyes were large and
brown and drew me in with an intelligence I had rarely seen in
a human. She had a beautiful smile, and I felt my body react in
a way [ wasn't used to. It sent heat to my face, which made me
uncomfortable.

“I hope you don’t mind me sitting here,” she said as she set
her tray on the table before her. “You were all alone and looked

interesting. You must be new here.”
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“Yes,” I said. “I'm Malcus Molova. I moved here from Col-
orado.”

She grinned and my face turned redder. “Hello Malcus
Molova from Colorado. I'm Brigid. Brigid Talog.”

“That’s an unusual name,” I said.

“So is Malcus Molova. Both names start with the same let-
ter. They say writers shouldnt make up names like that.”

“Mine’s not made-up. Where does Talog come from?”

“TIt’'s Welsh. Molova . . . that’s Russian, isn’t it? Or Czech?”

“Romanian.”

“Ah.” She lifted her burger and bit into it. It was juicy and
rare. My own burger was brown and overcooked.

“That’s a very red burger. I didn’t think they made any like
that here.” All the patties I saw in the kitchen resembled mine.

Brigid grinned. “They don’t. But I know one of the cooks.”
She gave me a quick wink. I didn’t know what that meant, so I
ignored it.

“Is this your first day?” Brigid asked after a sip of cola.

I nodded as I ate.

“Must be rough, starting school mid-semester like this.”

“It is. I'm having trouble making friends.”

“Really? I find that hard to believe. You seem quite friendly
to me.”

I shrugged. “I tend to say the wrong things.”

“Well, you haven't yet with me.”

“Give me time. But if I say something insulting, it’s unin-
tentional.”

“I'll keep that in mind.”

We ate in silence for a few awkward minutes. I wanted to

talk to this girl, but for the first time, words escaped me. I could
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think of no way to impress her, save with magic. And that was
off-limits.

Brigid motioned off to one side with her head. “That boy is
staring at you.”

It was Oni. He sat at a table with a few boys. They talked
and joked amongst themselves, but Oni kept looking over at
our table. I knew he was staring at me because he had been do-
ing so all day. But this presented the opportunity to say some-
thing nice to her.

“He’s probably staring at you.”

She smiled. Point scored. “Nope. I noticed him before I
came here. He seems fascinated by you. Do you know him?”

“No. He’s in a couple of my classes, but I've never talked to
him.”

“I wouldn’t trust someone like that. His obsession cant be
healthy. I'd find out what he’s up to, if I were you.”

“I might do that,” I said. The thought had crossed my
mind.

She rose and hefted her backpack, then lifted her empty
tray. “I've got to go. I have to talk to a teacher. See you later,
Malcus Molova.” She walked away through the crowd.

I watched her go, then noticed many other boys eyeing her,
too.

There was something about Brigid Talog that was odd, be-
sides her name. My gut told me to be careful of her, but every

other part of me hoped to see her again.

Sixth Period brought me to Room 203 for Science. I
showed my teacher, Mr. Fahey, the paperwork. He gave me a

textbook, then assigned me an empty desk. I watched as more
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kids filed in. Tracy entered as the bell rang, and she paused
when our eyes met. I smiled, trying to appear apologetic. She
didn’t return it as she took her seat right in front of mine.

I wanted to talk to her, but I was never given the chance.
Mr. Fahey began his lecture, which was on biology and cells,
and there was no opportunity to talk. When the bell rang at the
end of class, Tracy grabbed her books and darted from the
room, as though to avoid me.

Did I make her that nervous? 1 entered the hallway at a more
leisurely pace and chose not to chase after her. Perhaps I could
apologize the next day in Social Studies.

My final subject was Physical Education, which I discov-
ered most kids called “Gym.” This, I learned, was because it was
typically held in the school’s gymnasium.

“We're playing basketball today,” Coach Walker told me as
the students warmed up with stretching exercises.

“How do you play?” I asked.

“You don’t know how to play basketball?” He looked sur-
prised.

“I'm sorry, no.”

“Where have you been all these years, kid?”

“Colorado,” I said.

“And they don’t have basketball there?”

“I was homeschooled,” I replied. Aunt Elise instructed me
to say that if my lack of knowledge in human culture caused a
problem.

The coach frowned, clearly skeptical, then shrugged. “Well,
I'll give you the basics, and then you can figure out the rest as
we play.” He gave me a rundown on the rules, which seemed

easy enough, and then sent me onto the floor.
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Brigid stood among the students on the gym floor. She
wore black shorts, white sneakers, and a plain blue T-shirt. A
group of five boys crowded around her. They fawned over her
like dogs begging for food. She was beautiful, but it surprised
me to find so many boys vying for her attention when there
were other pretty girls in the gym. These other girls clearly
shared my opinion as they glared at the spectacle with undis-
guised enmity.

This increased my sense of Brigid’s oddity. Something was
definitely off about her. Could she be a monster? Many types of
monsters can pass for human, either by a spell, like a glamour,
or by naturally appearing similar.

I looked at Brigid using my Magic Sight. This is a different
way of seeing the world. It’s like when you cross your eyes to
make everything appear blurry, only I let my eyes tap into the
magical energy that’s all around us. The Magic Sight lets me see
monsters that would otherwise be hidden from me.

Everything dimmed to a dull gray. I could see well enough,
but it all seemed drab, with muted color. Each person in the
room, however, was bathed in a brilliant gold light. You see, ev-
ery living thing has magical energy inside it, even if they cant
use it. And all magic lights up when using this mode of vision.
Everyone appeared about the same. Everyone but Brigid, that
is. She glowed brighter than the others, but not too brightly.
And her appearance didnt change. If she were a disguised orc
or something, she would have looked it to me. So, whatever she
might be, her natural form was like a human. Could she be
mundane with that much energy? Of course. But when coupled
with everything else I saw, I doubted she was. But if she were

magical, what was she? A magical human? Was that even possi-
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ble?

A whistle sounded that yanked me from my reverie. I
switched back to regular sight and ran out to join the rest.
When Brigid saw me, she beamed and waved. The five boys
glared at me darkly.

Great.

The basketball game was frustrating. Although I felt I un-
derstood the rules well, I failed to master the concept of “drib-
bling.” Every time [ tried, the ball would bounce away from me
and the other team would gain control of it. Eventually, my
teammates refused to pass it to me.

I stood beside our opponents’ net and watched the game as
the players stayed on our team’s side for most of the game.
David Grimes, one of the taller and more skilled students on
my team, got hold of the ball and ran, dribbling, down the
court in my direction. I studied his technique, but failed to un-
derstand how it was different from what I did.

As David swerved to evade an opponent, the ball bounced
away from him, rolled past several people, and came right to
me. At once, the entire mass of players on the other team ran at
me.

My mind raced. I knew I had to keep it from them, so I
picked it up. Nobody on my team was within reach to throw
to. I looked at the hoop that rose up beside me. I aimed and
threw, nearly straight up.

The orange orb flew into the air, then hung seemingly mo-
tionless for a painful moment. Then it descended with a swish
through the net to bounce loudly on the floor.

My opponents all walked away with their heads bowed,

while my teammates jumped up and down with excitement.
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I grinned. I had finally shown my worth. Of all my im-
mense skills, throwing a ball straight up was the one that gained
me fame. It still makes me laugh.

Throughout the rest of the game, I stood in my new posi-
tion, waiting for the ball to come my way. I wasn't always good
at catching it, but when I did, a point was scored. We still lost,
but nobody blamed me for it, and I considered that a triumph.

Brigid had another strength. She had a way of distracting
the boys so they would miss balls passed to them. However, she
never used that trick on me, even though we were on opposite
teams. | was unsure if she chose not to, or if she couldnt. If it
was a magical power, it might not have any effect on a sorcerer.
Our natural magical affinity makes us resilient to certain types
of spells.

The game ended shortly before the bell rang. I was sweaty
and hot, but as this was the final period of the day, I decided
not to shower in the locker room. I changed back into my reg-
ular clothes and made my way to the front of the building.

The bus ride turned out to be eventful. I took my seat in the
front row, like before, and did my best to listen in on the con-
versations that occurred. At first, they all seemed to be about
school projects and what boy liked what girl. But then some-
thing grabbed my attention:

“Did you hear about Mark Rousseau?”

“What about him?”

“He got suspended!”

“No way!”

“Way! He was caught fighting. He punched out the new
kid. Gave him a bloody nose and everything. A teacher saw it.”

“Well, Mark had it coming!”
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“I wonder what the kid did to get Mark so mad?”

“He stood up to him.”

“Got to be more than that?”

“Mark was teasing some kid and the new kid tripped him.”

“Have you met him?”

“I’ve seen him. He’s weird.”

“Kathy Wilkins talked to him. She says he’s sexist. He
thinks girls can’t do things by themselves without men.”

“Ugh! What a jerk!”

“Still, at least he got rid of Mark.”

“I wouldn’t want to be him when Mark sees him outside of
school.”

“Yeah, he'll kill him.”

I didn’t like the way the conversation turned. With the ela-
tion from my success against Mark, it hadn’t occurred to me
that I might meet him in town. I could be forced to use magic.
I did it once without getting caught. With luck, I could do it
again.

I also didn’t appreciate how the story had changed. I never
tripped Mark. Although that part made me look good, the fal-
lacy of it bothered me.
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“How was your day?” Aunt Elise said as we sat down to din-
ner.

“It was . . . Interesting.” My nose looked better although I
had a bruise beside it. It hadn’t broken and it only hurt a little,
as long as I didn’t touch it.

“Did you find humans to be more than you expected?”

“I guess you could say that.”

“Youre being vague. I want details. Tell me what hap-
pened.”

My sigh came out more like a groan of annoyance. “Well, I
got in a fight, I offended a few kids, and I met a girl who might
be a monster.”

Aunt Elise raised an eyebrow. “Really? All that?” She
frowned. “I see the bruise now. I hadn’t noticed it before. We'll
take care of it after dinner. First, let’s discuss the fight. You
didnt use magic, did you?”

I flashed her a smug look and pointed at my nose. “Would
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I have #his if I had used magic? Please show me some respect.”

She blinked, and her cheery expression faltered. I didnt
know why. “It’s my job,” she said. “But I think I might know
the cause of your troubles. Tell me about the fight.”

I described the incident, including the events at the arcade
that led up to it. I left out the part about using magic. There was
no need to upset her.

Aunt Elise considered the story.

“Do you know where you went wrong with this boy?”

I nodded. “I mocked him. That’s what caused the trouble.
I should have said something like ‘Gee, I've got to go now,” and
left them there.”

She chuckled. “Yes, something like that.”

“I heard he might come after me outside of school,” I said.

“Yes. And how do you plan to deal with him, should that
happen?”

“Run, I suppose. 'm not allowed to use magic, even though
my parents do in public all the time.” It wasn’t fair. I could be
as discreet as them.

“It takes experience and maturity to use magic safely in
public. You don’t have enough of cither, but youre getting
there. Resisting magic when being chased yesterday was a good
step towards that maturity.”

I winced in my mind and tried not to let it show on my
face.

“If that boy catches you, he will hurt you badly. If you're
careful, you can use a simple spell, like a glamour, to elude him.
But you must not be seen when you cast it and when you re-
lease it. There can be no witnesses.”

I was proud that she suggested the same spell I used the
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other day. It showed I had the right mindset for spell-casting in
public.

“Now, tell me about offending the kids.”

Aunt Elise listened to the story, which elicited a sigh and a
headshake with eyes closed. When I finished, she smiled.
“You're a lot like your mother,” she said.

The change in topic surprised me, so I frowned. “How?”

“Marta knew little about human history and culture, too.
For a long time, she didn’t think it was necessary.” Aunt Elise
chuckled. “All three of my older sisters didn’t. 'm glad she even-
tually learned the importance of it.”

“If none of your siblings cared about human culture, why
did you?”

“Our parents saw the troubles my sisters were having. Liv-
ing in a world dominated by humans meant we should know as
much as we could about them. But, by the time our mother
realized her mistake, it was too late for my sisters. So, she re-
fused to make the same mistake with me.”

“I never knew that. Mom never talked much about her
family.”

“Marta was always a loner. She was a powerful sorcerer and
always looked ahead. She had already left home by the time I
was in my teens.”

My aunt took a sip of tea. Then she told me how the human
children had interpreted my statement. She explained the his-
tory and why the girls would be so sensitive. I had no idea that
human women had fewer rights than men in the past. All the
women | had interacted with were treated as equals, but they
were all mythic people. I had lived a secluded life among other

sorcerers. | had had no interest in the human world before, even

39



Brad Younie

though I grew up on the edge of it. My magical studies con-
sumed most of my attention.

“Now, tell me about this girl,” Aunt Elise said, coming to
the most important topic last.

I described what I witnessed about Brigid, then summed up
the problem. “She had a greater amount of magical energy in-
side her. I saw it. She had a way of attracting, and distracting,
boys. And, well, she just seemed odd.”

Aunt Elise smiled during my explanation and then chuck-
led. “Oh, Malcus. There are some things that all the research in
the world can’t prepare you for. You will find that even mun-
dane girls might possess powers over you that you could not
have predicted.”

“Mundane girls can cast spells?” I asked.

“No, no. Nothing like that. The power they wield is mun-
dane, but it can be strong. What you described is a beautiful
girl, and beautiful girls can attract and distract boys quite easily.
Without magic.”

“But there were other pretty girls there, and the boys ig-
nored them.”

“This Brigid knows how to handle boys better than other
girls. It’s a matter of skill, Malcus. She knows how to use her
beauty to her advantage. I'd be careful of her. It seems she has
an interest in you. You might get caught by her charms. Her
non-magical charms,” she added quickly when I opened my
mouth to protest.

“If you think she’s not a monster, then what about the extra
energy?”

Aunt Elise considered my question. “Some humans have

more than the usual amount of it. I think you should assume
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she is human until she does something that truly suggests she’s
a monster.”

“Like eating raw meat? I swear, her burger was barely
cooked.”

“There are humans who like their meat rare. More than
youd think. But if not, then we're talking about either a vam-
pire or a ghoul. Vampires can’t survive in daylight, and ghouls
... well, they would have a harder time passing for human.”

“How?” I knew little about ghouls.

“They have certain physical quirks. Their eyes are always
bloodshot, and they can go berserk around open wounds,
which can be a big problem. Theyre more monster than
mythic, and their behavior goes along with that. And they
smell.”

“They smell?”

“Like rotten flesh. And it’s not only because they eat it.
There’s something about their physiology that makes it hap-
pen.”

That certainly did not describe Brigid. “Okay, so she’s nei-
ther vampire nor ghoul. Does that mean she cant be a mon-
ster?”

“Of course, she could be a sorcerer. But they emit a oz of
energy. It would have been obvious with your Magic Sight.
There might be other monsters that fit her description, but 'm
not an expert. Treat her like a human, but keep your eyes open.”

“Thanks, Aunt Elise. I think I learned a lot on my first day
of school.” I had never put much stock in my aunt because she
had no magical talents. But this talk was useful. She showed an
understanding of human behavior that I greatly lacked. From

this point onward, I would respect her opinions and tell her

41



Brad Younie

about my experiences. And tomorrow, I would try to fix the

wrongs | had made, and perhaps make some friends.

homework. Thoughts of Brigid stole into my mind and
made it hard to focus on my assignments. Could she be a mon-
ster like me? If so, it’s possible she’s not bad. After all, there are
plenty of mythic people that aren’t evil. I was living proof.

[ sat at my bay window and opened it. The cold night wind
fluttered the curtains, and I breathed in a great draft of salt air.
It helped me think. The streetlights cast a glow in large circles
along the road. Windows were lit along the street, and although
the occasional car passed by, the scene was quiet and serene.

Brigid was a pretty girl, and she liked me. I needed to find
out if she was a monster or an exceptional mundane. Aunt Elise
said to assume she’s human, but I couldn’t do that.

Movement caught my attention as I gazed absently out the
window. Something had moved across the street. I strained to
see what it was, but in the darkness of early evening, everything
was in shadow. Could someone be over there?

Mark. The gossip on the bus came back to me. Mark was
looking for revenge. A weight settled in my chest at the thought
of that tall boy with his big fists. I was safe inside my house, but
if he was hanging around waiting to waylay me when I left . . .

Closing my eyes, I took a deep, calming breath. It was only
a shadow, a hint of movement. It might not be Mark. It could
be anyone, even a dog. I needed to know for sure, to under-
stand my peril.

The light in my room behind me prevented any chance of
seeing details. With a wave of my hand and the merest hint of

magic, I flipped the switch on the wall across the room. I was
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plunged into blackness. Then I focused on the shadows.

Something moved by the corner of a house. Using my
Magic Sight, the energy of a human body pulsed and throbbed
in the spot from where the movement had come. The person
was too small to be Mark. It was another kid, probably my age.

I relaxed as understanding sunk in.

The lurker seemed to realize I had noticed him, and ran off
down the street, away from the ocean. I knew it was Oni. |
wasn't afraid of him, and I was tired of his constant spying. I
threw open the ruined window screen and, grabbing my jacket,
I climbed onto the porch roof.

Nobody was visible on the street, save for Oni’s departing
back, so I risked a small amount of magic to glide gently down
to the sidewalk. Then I bolted in hot pursuit of my shadow.

The boy led me on a merry chase through my aunt’s neigh-
borhood, up one road and down another. But eventually, we
reached the outskirts of town, and the forest that surrounded
most New Hampshire towns loomed ahead of us. He made for
the tree line, hoping to lose me in the woods he was infinitely
more familiar with.

His ruse worked.

No more than twenty feet among the boughs, I realized I
had not only lost all sign of my quarry but also my way out. I
stopped running and, catching my breath, listened for the
sound of movement in the trees.

He made a fair amount of racket as he fought his way
through the thick foliage since he left the path that was some-
where to our right. I struck out toward the noise, every now and
again stopping to reacquire his trail. He had also slowed, find-

ing travel in the forest at night hard.
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I switched to Magic Sight, which provided a better image
of where I was than the near complete darkness of the woods.
Now, I had the advantage. The trail of energy the spy left be-
hind in his mad dash stretched out ahead of me, so I followed
it. The hard part was avoiding all the trees. Magic Sight dims
everything else, so navigating the woods became even more
difficult. I found myself switching back and forth between the
modes of vision. I couldn’t keep that up forever, though. Even
the small amount of power used for the Sight took its toll on
my stamina.

Before long, I came to the edge of a clearing. It was about
ten feet in rough diameter, and formed a three-way junction of
paths, two broad and one narrow. Oni stood in the center of the
open area. He leaned forward, his hands on his knees, as he
struggled to catch his breath.

I took one step from my hiding place when something big
shot past me at an alarming speed from the narrow path into
the open. The creature was on top of Oni before I realized what
it was.

A vampire huddled over Oni’s prostrate form, the boy lying
horribly still, as though dead underneath it. In the darkness,
they were one shadow on top of another. But I could tell it was
a vampire. First, it had almost no magical energy inside it. The
inhuman speed and strength were also signs. And, well, it felr
like one.

I scowled. Oni might have bothered me with his annoying
behavior, but he didn’t deserve to be vampire food. And did I
ever mention [ hate vampires?

My grandfather, whom I had greatly loved and admired,
was killed by a pack of them three years ago. Since then, I had
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vowed to kill every vampire I encountered, which so far was
none. It’s not as though they’re on every street corner.

And now there was a vampire with its back to me.

I glanced around with my Magic Sight to ensure we were
alone. If he was part of a pack, there could be three or more of
them around. When my Sight revealed nothing else in the
vicinity, I rushed the monster. If only I had my sword, 1 thought
as I threw a blast of energy at the monster. It turned its face
toward me as the power struck it, sending it flying into a tree.

One myth is that vampires can fly. Nope. It fell with a #hud
to the ground and, for a moment, lay there stunned.

I ran to Oni and examined him. The monster had not bit-
ten him. He was dazed, as though drunk, his head lolling lazily
as he tried to focus on me. His eyes wandered aimlessly, and his
mouth hung slack. He muttered something unintelligible.
Vampires can’t hypnotize their victims, but they can cause a stu-
por. It wouldn’t last long, but usually long enough for the mon-
ster to do its worst.

I rose as the vampire stalked toward me. It halted its ad-
vance when we were ten feet apart. It sniffed, wrinkling its nose
in consternation.

Vampires resemble humans, of course, since they’re related
to them. But their faces undergo a small transformation when
they’re hungry. Their lips get dry and thin and peel back to ex-
pose their teeth, which included the iconic pin-like fangs for
sucking blood. Their eyes turn bloodshot. And their noses turn
stubby and bat-like. This is likely how the myth of vampires
becoming bats came to be. Someone probably witnessed this
transformation and lived to tell about it.

This one looked like a man in his mid-twenties, with long,
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greasy black hair that hung in lank strands around his pale face.
His clothes were wrinkled and dirty. Hed worn them for a
while. Weeks, at least. This vamp was a mess.

And it stood several paces from me and stared.

“What are you?” it said through clenched teeth.

I needed a stake. Something sharp to run through its heart.
You see, vampires are never good, they don’t sparkle, and they
definitely don’t date humans. They might sometimes “play”
with their food. But ultimately, if a vampire sets its sights on a
human, it’s to kill. That or to turn its victim into a slave, a
junkie that’s fed enough of the vamp’s blood that he can’t stand
to be without it.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I said. Mocking again, I
know, but it was going to attack anyway, and I needed to dis-
tract it while I searched for a likely weapon. I scanned the area
for something suitable. Trees, trees, and nothing but trees sur-
rounded us. And there were no fallen branches strong enough
or pointy enough to do the job.

“Youre not human. But are you tasty?” It walked sideways,
trying to circle around me, its eyes darting as it looked for an
opportunity to attack.

“I'm problematic,” I said carefully, keeping my attention on
it even as I continued my search. “You can't daze me, and my
blood might burn you to a crisp.” It couldn’t, of course, but it
didn’t know that.

It lunged at me, launching through the air at a remarkable
speed. Although unable to fly, it could leap with tremendous
ease and range.

I tried to dodge by diving to one side, but it was far too fast.

The monster struck me as I made to move, and the two of us
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flew backward, my feet leaving the ground with the impact.

My back slammed into a tree. Pain engulfed me, and I
nearly lost consciousness. I was momentarily stunned. My vi-
sion blurred as the vampire landed easily on its feet before me.
Its hands shoved me roughly against the trunk, pinning my
arms so I couldn’t move. As the scene became clear, I saw the
creature inches from my face. Its pale skin looked dry, like a
carcass. Its colorless lips were drawn away to reveal yellow teeth
and those two fangs. The breath that hissed out in ragged gasps
reeked of death. The monster opened its mouth impossibly
wide to take its bite, joints in its jaw popping as it did so.

For the first time today, luck was on my side. The tree he
held me against was not one of the many conifers found
throughout New Hampshire. It wasn't as dense, and it had a lot
of long, thin branches.

With all my magical strength, I channeled the tree, becom-
ing as though one with it. The life force of the enormous plant
joined with mine and since it had no will of its own, I took full
control.

I now wielded dozens of arms, and I sent no fewer than fif-
teen at my opponent. The branches wound about its arms and
legs, and three wrapped about its neck. The vampire struggled
to bring its head closer, but my new arms were too much for it.
[ lifted the pathetic creature off the ground, and I laughed as
more of my new wooden limbs grabbed at the monster, whose
blood-red eyes grew wide with terror.

In a sudden burst of power, I yanked all the branches back
away from the creature, pulling its body with them. Twenty
wooden arms yanked hard at the vampire to the right, while

twenty more tugged to the left. There was an agonizing mo-
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ment of hesitation filled only by the creaking of breaking
branches and bones. The monster screamed in agony . . . and
then pop!
The vampire’s body exploded in a shower of gore, its four
limbs and head being all that was left of the erstwhile monster.
I released control of the tree and its life force separated from
my own. When it did, I fell to the ground, and darkness en-

veloped me.
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I opened my eyes as water splashed on me.

“What the...”

Oni’s face appeared above my own, his expression grim.

“Are you okay?” he asked in a near whisper.

I gulped air as I tried to build enough strength to talk. “Ex-
hausted” was all I could muster.

“We have to get out of here. There might be more of them.”

“My phone,” I said.

He searched my pockets, then stuffed the thin rectangle
into my hand, closing my fingers around its edges. I dialed
Aunt Elise.

“Malcus?” came her voice out of the speaker. “Where are
you?”

“Vampire. I'm exhausted.” I handed the phone to Oni.
“Give directions.” My words burst out in gasps.

As Oni explained, I grabbed the bottle of water he had
splashed on my face and gulped down the rest of it.
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“She’s coming.”

I rose to my feet, with Oni’s help, and together we made
our way down the trail. We trudged along in silence, listening
intently for sounds of footsteps. After about ten minutes of
slow walking, we heard the sound we feared. Someone—or
something—ran toward us from further down the path.

Without hesitation, Oni leaned me against a tree and took
a Karate stance. I lacked the strength to tell him that fighting
was useless. The vampire would daze him again.

The footfalls came closer, thump, thump, thump, thump. 1
tried my best to draw power from the tree, but it refused to re-
spond. I was too tired.

A figure appeared ahead of us, first as a shadow, but details
formed as the moonlight filtering through the canopy en-
veloped it. Blonde hair tied in a bun, a blue jacket over pajamas.
Aunt Elise came to a stop when she saw us. With only a glance
at Oni, she ran to me, her face twisted in concern.

Oni let his guard down, then looked around nervously.

“Are you all right, dear?” My guardian felt my cheek and
forehead with the back of her hand.

My fatigue was so intense, I could barely speak. “Used—
all—energy. Dead tired.”

“Don't use that word.” She motioned for Oni to help, and
the two lifted me off the tree. We continued in silence—once
again putting our efforts into listening for approaching feet.

We emerged from the trail several minutes later near where
her blue Toyota Camry was parked awkwardly on the side of
the road. They helped me into the back seat, and Oni climbed
in with me as Aunt Elise started the engine.

She said nothing during the drive. My power had been re-
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turning slowly during our journey in the woods. It was as
though everything I touched gave a little of itself to me as I
walked, seeping into my feet with each step and spreading a
hint of warmth up my legs. As we rode, the world continued to
feed me the magical energy I craved with each draft of air and
from the two people near me. First, my breathing grew
stronger, then I stopped shaking. My arms, which had felt like
rubber only minutes ago, now were stiff, their muscles tingling.
I stretched them as best I could in the small cabin.

We pulled into the driveway, and I climbed out. Aunt Elise
rushed to my side, and the two insisted on helping me up the
front steps, even though I assured them I was all right. Aunt
Elise sat me on her living room recliner before bustling to the
kitchen to bring cookies and an energy drink. Oni watched me
from the couch, his creepy stare from earlier today replaced
with concern.

“Why were you spying on me?” I asked Oni.

“I saw you disappear. When Rousseau and his buddies were
after you. You jumped off the seawall and vanished into thin air.
I wanted to learn more about you.” He winced and shrugged.
“I guess I got obsessed. Sorry.”

I glanced at the kitchen. Aunt Elise hadn’t heard. I sighed.
“How did you see me? I was on the other side of the wall.”

“I was on the stairs. There’s a set of them that lets you down
to the beach during low tide. I like to go down there and watch
the fish.”

My eyes closed as understanding hit me. I wasnt careful
enough. Maybe it was harder than I thought to use magic in
public.

“Okay,” I said in a quiet voice. “But let’s not talk about it
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here. I don’t want /er to know.” I motioned toward the kitchen
with my head.

Oni nodded.

“Thanks for saving my life,” he said as Aunt Elise entered
the room with the food. I devoured two cookies before the plate
touched the coffee table. They did help me recover my energy
after casting spells. She was a great cook.

“Did you even know you were in danger?” I asked and
washed the cookies down with a gulp of energy drink. “The
vampire dazed you right away.”

“Yeah, what was that? I was standing there, catching my
breath, and then I got knocked over. I took one look at the
thing and I suddenly felt out of it, like I was drugged or some-
thing. I couldn’t concentrate on anything.”

“That was the vamp,” [ said.

“They can't hypnotize, like in the movies,” Aunt Elise con-
tinued for me as she put more cookies in my hand. “But they
can daze you, as we call it. You're lucky Malcus was there.”

Oni nodded his understanding. “Well, anyway, I remem-
bered everything once it wore off. I remember the fangs, and
the smell of death on its breath.” He shivered. “If you hadn’
killed it, I'd be dead now.”

“Or worse,” | added. His eyes went a little wide.

“Malcus,” Aunt Elise said, her tone serious, businesslike.
“Are you certain it's dead? Vampires are resilient. Did you stake
its heart?”

Oni laughed. “Oh, yeah! Its in tiny pieces all over the
woods.”

Aunt Elise frowned. “What do you mean? What did you
do?”
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I described the fight. She might be a sorcerer by blood, but
she can’t do magic, so she didn’t understand the extent of our
powers.

“It might sound extreme, but it was all the situation pre-
sented me with.”

Aunt Elise leaned back in her chair and considered me for
some time. “I would never have believed you could do that. But
it explains why you're so tired.”

She sighed. “Now we need to find out if there are more of
them. Oni, did you recognize this vampire? They look like nor-
mal people when they’re not hunting.”

Oni shook his head. “I've never seen him before. What are
vampires like, anyway? Are they like the legends? And what are
you people? You're not vampires. But Malcus did . . . I mean . ..
that was magic, right?”

Aunt Elise sighed. “Oni, I'm terribly sorry that you had to
discover so much about the mythical world. We work hard to
keep it hidden from humans, and it usually works out for the
best that way. I wish we could erase your memories and let you
live here without fear. But I'm afraid those spells are outside our
ability.” My aunt underestimated my skills, but in this case, she
was right. Memory modification is exceptionally complex.

She paused before continuing. “We are a type of people
called sorcerers. We're not human, although we're related to
you.”

“You mean, like Neanderthals? Only not primitive, of
course,” Oni added right away.

“Something like that,” my aunt said. “We call all species of
intelligent creatures that are not human ‘mythic people.” We try

to keep our existence a secret because your kind doesn’t react
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well to us. Most want to live quiet, peaceful lives, and those that
don’t—well, were better suited to handle them. Malcus and I
are good people. We might be sorcerers and can do some in-
credible things, but we never use them to hurt humans, or to
bring attention to ourselves.”

Oni looked from Aunt Elise and then to me, his expression
one of awe.

“You're like superheroes. And this is your disguise. This is
your Bruce Wayne,” he said, looking at me.

I shrugged. “T'll take your word for it.” The term “super-
heroes” was familiar, but I didn’t know what it meant. “Who’s
Bruce Wayne?”

Oni chuckled. “You're kidding, right? Bruce Wayne? Bat-
man? From comic books and movies.”

“Oh!” T knew what comic books were. “I don’t read them,
and I haven't watched many movies.”

Oni frowned. “But you live here . . . in our world. How can
you live with us and not see any movies?”

“I don’t live among humans. My home in Colorado is in the
wilderness. We come into town once in a while, but only for
necessities. Less chance of being found out if we keep away.”

“But I live with humans,” Aunt Elise said with a light
chuckle. “And I have seen plenty of films. And I know Batman.
We don't fight crime, but we do our part to keep humans safe
and ignorant of mythic beings.”

Oni paused and considered his next question. “Okay, so
what about vampires? Do I have to worry about them during
the day?”

“No,” I said. “They burn up in sunlight, like in the legends.
But the myths don’t get it all right. Most of them sleep during
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the day since they can’t do much in daylight, but they dont
have to. They can wake up and fight if disturbed, since their
beds are in dark hiding places. They exist on human blood, but
they often eat the meat as well. Vampires can gain sustenance
from the blood of animals, but not as much. It’s like a bad diet.
They get a little from it, but not enough to be strong and
healthy. So, every vampire eats humans. They won't try to be
good and can never date a human. It’s like kissing a slice of
cooked bacon. It smells so good, and tastes so nice, you won’t
be able to resist eating it for long.”

The boy considered that for a moment. “How do you kill
them, other than ripping them apart with a tree?”

I laughed. “A stake through the heart is always good, but I'd
cut its head off afterward, to be sure. Aunt Elise said they're re-
silient, and that’s no understatement. They’re mythical people,
so they have magical abilities, only limited in their case. En-
hanced healing is their biggest one. Dazing their victims is an-
other. Truly destroying the heart when you stake it would be
enough. The biggest myth is that they’re undead. They’re not.
They’re living and breathing people. Just extremely hard to kill.”

“You could also burn it,” Aunt Elise added. “Fire kills vam-
pires as easily as it kills humans. But throwing a candle at one
won’t make it burst into flames, like in the movies. They’re not
more susceptible to flame than we are. The only exception is
direct sunlight. They’re hyper-sensitive to it, and we don’t un-
derstand why.”

Oni was frowning when Elise finished speaking, so the two
of us gave him a minute to collect his thoughts. “So, they’re

alive and intelligent, like we are.”

I nodded.
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“Then, isn't it wrong to kill them like they’re monsters?”

“They are monsters,” I replied.

“You made a good point, Oni,” said Elise, and her tone was
far more sympathetic than mine had been. “Ordinarily, I would
say that they should be treated like the rest of us, with rights
and all that. And there are a few who have come forward and
made themselves known to us and worked out an agreeable way
to exist without being killers. But that’s exceedingly rare, and
they’re still under constant supervision. The truth is, nearly ev-
ery vampire is a predator who can't resist killing innocent peo-
ple. That’s why we kill them.”

“Okay,” he said. “I think that makes sense.”

“Good,” I said. “Do you have any more questions?”

“A ton, but I won't ask them all. Is it true that they can’t
enter a person’s house without being invited?”

I laughed. “That’s all bull. They can break into a house like
anyone else can. Although, they usually wont because they
don’t want to draw attention to themselves. They go for strays,
people walking alone in some remote place. Like tonight.”

I took another gulp of energy drink. “There’s your lesson on
vampires,” | said. “The important thing is to stay inside at
night, or at least in brightly lit public places with lots of people
around.”

“I’ll drive you home, Oni. I think your parents will worry.”

“Okay,” Oni said as he rose.

“And please don't tell anyone about us or the vampires. We
don’t need that kind of attention.”

Oni chuckled. “Like anyone would believe me.”

He paused at the door, his brow creased in thought. “That

comment you made in class. You didn’t mean that, right?”
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I cringed and then forced a pained grin. “I had hoped hu-
mans treated women as equals, but I had no idea. I was only
trying to understand your culture.”

He grinned. “Wow! You've got a lot to learn. So,” he said,
changing topics quickly. “Are we friends now?”

I raised an eyebrow. “Do you want to be?”

He nodded slowly. “Yeah. I think I do.”

“Then, okay. We're friends.”

Oni waved to me as he went out the door. “Great! See you

at school tomorrow.”

I yawned as I stood on the sidewalk awaiting the bus. Once
again, the air was cold and mist hung on the ground. But this
time, the scene took on a sinister appearance as I glanced ner-
vously up and down the road for vampires. It was near dawn,
but the sky was still semi-dark, and a determined vampire with
shelter nearby could attack. If that monster had been part of a
pack and one of them had witnessed the fight, I would be a tar-
get.

Aunt Elise had first suggested I stay home after my ordeal,
but I refused. Vampires didn’t come out during the day, and I
was anxious to repair the damage I had caused with Kathy and
Tracy. She then offered to drive me to school, but I turned that
down, too. I needed to blend in with the locals, and this was
part of the experience. She compromised by watching me from
the window as I paced on the concrete.

She had tried to contact other members of our family, but
they were all abroad doing work for the Alliance. Knowing few
other mythic people, Aunt Elise was unable to get help. We

were on our own in this situation. She said we would discuss it
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after school.

The bus rolled to a stop in front of the house and I boarded.
Taking my seat in the front row, I tried to listen in on conversa-
tions, but found myself dozing off, my head resting on the win-
dow beside me.

I had stayed up late working on a charm for Oni. A vampire
had targeted him, and although his attacker was gone, others
might try where it had failed. The charm wasn't a proof against
vampires, but it would render him immune to the daze the
monsters cause in their victims. A vampire trying to take Oni
would be in for a surprise when the boy fought back. He would
still be woefully overpowered, but it was better than nothing.

I approached my group’s table in Social Studies with trepi-
dation. I knew Oni would be friendly toward me after last
night, but the girls were bound to still be angry.

“Hey Malcus,” Oni said in greeting as I took my seat and
set down my bag.

I smiled and nodded, then faced first Kathy and then Tracy,
my expression as apologetic as possible.

Kathy smiled at me, while Tracy’s face remained deadpan.
She, at least, didn’t scowl like yesterday. Their behavior was un-
expected and confusing, but I decided to forge ahead with my
apology nonetheless.

“I'm sorry for what I said yesterday. I honestly didn’t mean
it the way it came out. I was only trying to say—"

“It’s okay,” Kathy said, cutting me off. “We didn’t realize
your situation. It makes sense that you said what you did. You
didn’t know better.”

The look on my face must have been comical because Kathy

laughed lightly.
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“What are you talking about?” I said, flummoxed. “What
didnt you realize?”

“That youre from Romania,” Kathy said. “You don’t know
all our customs. Of course you might think that way.”

“But [

“Sorry, Malcus,” Oni cut me off, a big smile on his face. “I
know you had a whole apology ready and all, but I couldn’t re-
sist telling them. I told them what you told me.”

He winked at me, then, and realization struck me like a slap
in the face. Oni had taken it upon himself to smooth things
over between me and the two girls. He lied to them, but in this
situation, the lie had done more good than bad. I decided to go
along with the ruse. It was to my benefit, and revealing the
falsehood would put my new friend in bad standing with them.

And to be honest, it would not be difficult to pretend to be
a foreigner.

Kathy flooded me with questions about Romania, and Oni
flashed me a sympathetic look, clearly hoping I could keep up
the lie. Although I had never lived in Romania, my parents had
taken me there many times, and so I felt more knowledgeable
about that country than the United States, where I grew up. |
told them about the countryside, the climate, and the castles,
but tried to avoid discussing the people and customs. This
wasn't hard, since the mention of castles caught her interest.

“Malcus?” Kathy said, her eyes twinkling at me. “Where’s
your accent?”

The grin that had been playing across my face during her
excited questioning dropped instantly. “What accent?”

“You're Romanian accent,” she said.

I shrugged. “I suppose I lost it during my years in Col-
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orado. We didn’t get out much, but being around Americans
probably helped.” It wasnt technically a lie. I was born in Ro-
manija—Oni’s guess was a lucky one—but I had spent nearly all
my life in Colorado. I doubt I ever had an accent, but if I had,
would I remember it?

Kathy pouted. “That’s a shame. I bet it sounded nice!”

“Is it true you got Mark Rousseau suspended?” Tracy said,
attempting to change the subject. She had seemed bored by the
topic of my alleged homeland.

“Yes, although it wasn't intentional. He confronted me in
the hallway, and punched me in the face.” Kathy gasped at this.
“He got caught.”

“And they suspended him, just like that?” Kathy said.

I shrugged. “Apparently, this wasn’t his first offense.”

“He deserved it,” Tracy said. The girl affected an emotion-
less tone every time she spoke, and almost never smiled. I found
her fascinating. That a girl so quiet and serious could be friends
with someone so extroverted confounded me. I felt I could
learn much from their friendship alone.

“Well, intentional or not,” Kathy said. “Everyone’s going to
know who you are.”

I frowned. “I don’t know if that’s good or bad.”

Kathy laughed. “You'll be famous. Fame is always good.”

Tracy sighed. “Except to Mark’s friends. And anyone who
thinks youre a snitch.”

“A snitch?”

It was Oni’s turn to laugh. “A tattle-tale. Someone who tells
on people when they do wrong.”

“And that’s bad?”

“Some people think so. It means they can’t trust you if they
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do something private.”

“Ah,” T said. “I understand now. But I would think that if
my actions were just, they would not hold them against me.”

“Oh, I'm sure they'’re all glad you got Mark suspended. But
some people still won't trust you. If you ratted out Mark, who
knows who else you'll rat on?”

“That’s ridiculous.”

Oni nodded. “Maybe so, but that’s the way it is.”

“But you all trust me?” For some reason, I needed to hear
them say they would.

“Of course!” Oni said. “We're friends now.”

I looked first at one girl and then the other.

“Duh!” Kathy said, and when I flashed her a confused look,
she laughed. “Yes, I trust you. You did all of us a favor, and like
you said, you didn't really mean to get him in trouble.”

“He did #hat to himself,” Tracy added.

I sighed. “I'm glad. I like all of you. I want to be friends.”

Tracy nodded her head right away and even leaked the hint
of a smile.

Kathy slapped the table with her typical cheery grin. “Well,

now that’s settled, where were we on the project?”
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