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      It was a nice day for a student excursion.

      Veronica Mayflower led a group of fourteen and fifteen year old students, giggling and clowning students, disinterested students, out of the main entrance to the Oakhurst School of Magic down the drive to the main road.

      The autumn morning was beautiful, misty and tranquil.

      The school lay, surrounded by paddocks, behind them, with its grand entrance arch, and turrets and towers, a jumble of stone in different building styles reflecting the ages of each wing.

      The sun had risen over the pine trees of the forest barely an hour ago and cast soft light over the school’s eastern walls, with their little round windows and stone statues of magical creatures that guarded cornices and tower roofs.

      The school’s sheep grazed in the fields on either side of the long drive, and the forest lay, dark and mysterious, to the right. Ahead, you could just see the tops of the roofs of Oakhurst village especially buildings like the town hall and marketplace.

      Older people like Veronica’s parents would say beauty was wasted on the young and that was certainly the case for class 3A.

      Although they were not naughty in a bad way, there were simply too many of them for all of them to behave calmly in a History of Magic class, even when they went on a field trip. Or maybe even especially when they went on a field trip. They clowned about and jostled each other. As a result of the pushing and shoving, a student occasionally landed in the long grass on the side of the road under much laughter from classmates. More laughter if the grass was wet, or if there were blackberry bushes.

      Veronica didn’t berate the students for talking or laughing too loudly. There would be enough time for that when they got to the forest.

      Who ever thought it was a good idea to have thirty-two students in a class anyway?

      The school’s reputation had increased, but this meant many classes were overcrowded.

      At the end of the driveway, she turned right and led the group a short distance up the hill over the public road, then turned right again, all still within view of the school, and no doubt bored students inside the classrooms of the spellcraft department, because those windows overlooked the forest.

      She stopped on the path just before entering the forest to remind the students that they were now entering the domain of the sprites and nymphs and that these creatures were easily upset by things that humans did to them or the trees they guarded.

      By this time, the students calmed down a bit, and most were silent when they progressed over the soft carpet of fallen pine needles in between the dense stands of dark pine trees.

      There was a small clearing a bit further up the path where Veronica would usually stop whenever she did this particular excursion.

      Fine, soft-leaved grass grew in the spot where years ago a tree had fallen over. The trunk still lay on the ground, covered in moss. Dew-covered spider webs lined the grass.

      Veronica climbed on the tree trunk and faced her students.

      “Class,” she began.

      The students fell quiet.

      “Welcome to the Oakhurst Forest. Today’s lesson is about the ancient spirits that dwell within these woods. You will learn about their natures, their functions and history, which will then help you complete your essay about them.”

      Someone in the group groaned at the word “essay”.

      But most of the students looked profoundly disinterested in a way that only young teenagers could manage.

      But a boy with unruly blond hair, Bryce, raised his hand. “Miss Mayflower, you mean, like, ghosts?” His voice sounded insecure, on the verge of breaking. He was gangly, his uniform trousers perpetually too short. She knew him as an average student. Not terribly smart, but not dumb either. He lived in town where his parents ran an eatery.

      Veronica smiled. “Not ghosts, spirits. There is a significant difference. Ghosts are remnants of once-living beings, tied to our world by unfinished business or strong emotions. They can, and will sometimes, communicate with people. Spirits, on the other hand, are entities of the natural world. They have never been human and have no interest in talking to us, and most of them can’t. They are born from the essence of the land, the trees, the water, and the air.”

      Bryce seemed disappointed.

      No doubt he’d heard rumours of the ghosts excursion she did to the cemetery and little ruined farmhouse next to it, but that was strictly for final year students, even if the ghost of the baby was friendly.

      The students were starting to fidget again, so she gestured at the dense stand of pine trees behind her—seriously, who put thirty-two students in one class? “Oakhurst Forest is home to many natural spirits. Today, we will learn about the three main types you might encounter here: sprites, dryads and nymphs. There is also a rarer kind of being known simply as wild spirits.”

      A collective murmur rippled through the group. Yes, that usually got their attention, even from the more distracted ones like Cassandra, who had spent most of the term doodling in the margins of her textbook to the point where it would be impossible to pass the book onto another student at the end of the year.

      “Sprites,” Veronica continued, “are the smallest of forest spirits. They are often mistaken for insects or bats because of their size and their tendency to flit about rapidly. You’ll recognise them by their faint glow and the sound of their laughter, which is like wind chimes in the breeze.”

      She paused. Not all students were disinterested. A couple of girls held their notebooks balanced on their knees and were writing. She waited for them to catch up, knowing that the rest of the class would be likely to use their notes, paid for in favours such as students were likely to give each other—passes to get out of sport, bags of sweets from their parents’ shop and things like that.

      “Dryads are tree spirits and they look like mini tree come to life. Each dryad is bound to a specific tree, and their well-being is intertwined. If the tree thrives, so does the dryad. But if the tree is harmed…” She let the sentence trail off. “There have been significant cases of harm by dryads throughout history. They will generally not leave the forest or go into the towns, but if a perpetrator lives near the forest, a dryad is likely to come after them. This is what happened to the famous case of Falonius Flack who disappeared after he upset the dryads by cutting down trees without their knowledge. You do not want to annoy dryads.”

      She looked around at the students.

      “Nymphs,” she continued, “are more humanoid in appearance. They often embody the essence of a particular element within the forest. For example, you might encounter a stream nymph near the creek or a meadow nymph in a sunlit glade. Nymphs can venture away from the forest, although their magic will be weakened if they do. Neither dryads nor nymphs can speak, and they have no interest in human matters.”

      One of the quieter students, Elara, raised her hand. “And the wild spirits?” she asked, her voice barely above a whisper.

      All students fell quiet now.

      “Wild spirits are the most ancient and untamed of all. They are the essence of the forest itself, and they answer to no one. They can be capricious, protective, or even hostile if they sense a threat. They may take the form of a wild animal. I’ve heard of them looking like deer or wild pigs. They are very rare. Few people have seen them.”

      “Have you seen them?” asked Marcus at the back.

      “No, I haven’t.  I’ve studied them, but they are really incredibly rare. They are said to be the purest representation of magic. Always treat them with the utmost respect.”

      “How will you know if you meet one?” Elara asked.

      “You won’t meet one. They’re extremely rare and shy. I mention them in this class, because when I leave them out of the lesson, usually some student accuses me of being untruthful. Obviously, we can’t have that.”

      Some students sniggered.

      The class was quiet now, and miraculously, all students were listening.

      Lyra at the front of the group asked, “Does that mean that these creatures of the forest all belong in Pure Magic?”

      “Yes, it does. If you consider the definition of Pure Magic to be that no human has ever influenced it in a major way, which is the most widely-accepted definition. That Pure Magic is driven only by nature and originates from nature unaltered, and Machine Magic is the result of humans seeking to use magic to their advantage. And that brings me to the most important lesson of all: none of these forest spirits belong to us. They are not tools or pets. They are beings of their own will, and our relationship with them must always be one of mutual respect.”

      Several students nodded, though Veronica would not be surprised if a few of the more adventurous students were already plotting how they might “collect” a sprite or nymph to show off to their peers. There was always at least one in each class and Veronica carried one of the school’s general use wands in the pocket of her cloak to deal with the often unfortunate consequences. Like Peter Clearwater sprouting rabbit ears last year. You could still get a rise out of him by calling him Peter Rabbit.

      “Now,” she continued, “it’s time for you to explore. Take your worksheet and see if you can find the places where spirits live and meet. Listen to their songs and the other sounds they make and try to understand what they’re telling each other. Stay within the boundaries that are marked with white painted stones. Work in pairs, and remember: observe, don’t interfere. If you feel worried or unsafe at any time, come back here. If you don’t remember how to come back, ask your worksheets, because I’ve enchanted them so it will show you the way.”

      The students scattered, their chatter fading as they ventured into the forest in twos and threes. Veronica stayed behind in the clearing.

      She sat on the mossy tree trunk and slid her bag from her shoulder. She wanted to just sit here and enjoy this quiet place, but she had brought some final year essays to mark. The work of a teacher was never done.
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      The first half-hour passed uneventfully. It was pleasant in the forest. The air was cool without being cold. The mossy tree trunk was soft to sit on. She came here quite often and the dryad that lived in the old gnarled tree to her right came out, aas he usually did, and looked over her shoulder at what she was doing.

      Veronica marked six essays.

      Occasionally, a student would shout or laugh, and Veronica would glance up to ensure everything was in order. Then, just as she was beginning to relax, a panicked scream shattered the calm. It was followed by cracking branches and running footsteps.

      Two students came crashing through the drooping pine branches. It was Bryce and his work partner Lyra, their faces pale and their eyes wide with terror. Lyra stumbled and Bryce pulled her along.

      “Miss Mayflower!” Bryce shouted, skidding to a halt in front of her. “There’s… there’s something out there!”

      “It’s a sprite!” Lyra added, clutching her sides as she struggled to catch her breath. “But it’s… it’s not like what you said! It was huge and glowing and it… it screamed at us! It hit me with a spell and now I can’t see anything.”

      Veronica’s frowned. “Sprites are very small. They dance around and don’t scream. They don’t tend to harm people.”

      “No, it’s not a sprite, I told her that,” Bryce said. “This thing was evil.”

      A sliver of unease crept
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