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      My eyes pop open to face a vision in blue. “Where is Headmaster Tahan? What exactly is going on?”

      “I do not know the person of whom you speak.” The multi-armed deity smiles down at me. “But I can tell you that what is going on is quite astounding. Somehow you have managed to enter a sacred place and you are not even a bona fide Jin. I do not know where you acquired such powers, but it is truly impressive.”

      I rub my sore posterior, smashing the tea sandwiches in my pocket even flatter. “Sir, I can assure you I am here due to my extreme clumsiness, not my powers. My ranking is only a sixteen—not nearly powerful enough to break through a High Council barrier.”

      The deity crawls down off his temple perch and leans against my foot. His head barely grazes my knee. I pull the dripping sandwiches out of my pocket, and when I turn around the deity has miraculously grown to human size. He looks me straight in the eye. “I beg to differ. You can see me and hear my voice. Only Jin with many years of service are able to accomplish this skill.”

      “Sir, I can give you no explanation as to why I can converse so easily with you. I am as astounded as you are.”

      He rubs his chin deep in thought. “You have great powers for someone so young, but you cannot see my true form, so you have a bit further to progress in your lessons.”

      Sweat forms on my brow as my imagination runs wild. I am scared to death to view the true appearance of someone so powerful. “Your skin is not naturally blue? You do not possess two sets of arms?”

      The deity smiles. “No, I am not the deity Vishnu. It is a form I take on occasionally to amuse myself.” He bows showing off the gold temple-shaped hat on his head that matches his draped pants. Then he moves his arms in different positions to show off the mace in his lower right hand, the conch shell in his upper left hand, the discus in his lower right hand, and the lotus flower in his lower left hand. “It is quite a striking form do not you think?”

      I nod. “May I ask what your true form is, sir?”

      “You may become a trifle queasy.”

      I swallow hard. “I am a certain your true form is a thing of beauty.”

      The deity chuckles. “Then it will be my pleasure to reveal myself.”

      He steps back, folds his arms around his body, and I try to imagine what form he will take that will make my stomach churn. Could he be some kind of giant squid as illustrated on the pages of Twenty Thousand Leagues Under the Sea?

      His body spins around with the grace of a prima ballerina. The blue skin fades away and then the arms. As the spinning becomes more frantic, and his whole body becomes a blur. A wind slowly builds like a miniature cyclone and my body is thrust against the wall. I collapse forward and my head hits the side of the library table. Once again, all I see are stars. When my eyelids flutter open, I suck in a breath when I take in Vishnu’s true form. He is not a slimy giant squid at all—it is Wesley.

      I kick at his feet. “How dare you pull a stunt like that on me!”

      He bends over with a grimace on his face from laughing so hard. Once Wesley catches his breath, he says, “I will have you know I had to take time off from pursuing a famous actress to rescue you from your own stupidity. You are very lucky that Headmaster Tahan and the members of the High Council are out of the country at a meditation retreat.”

      He has to be joking.

      “No, I am not. As your genie and tutor I am responsible for your conduct. Headmaster Tahan made me promise to watch over you and make sure you did not do anything extraordinarily foolish. When I popped in to see how you were doing today, I could not believe what you had done. Your conduct could have sent me to prison for my lack of supervision.”

      “Prison? You have to be exaggerating.”

      “I wish I were.” Wesley holds out his hand and helps me up. “Actually, I am breaking three major rules by even telling you these things. But I am growing weary of having to conceal your constant blunders. I am due to start my new assignment soon, and I will not be able to rush to the academy at a moment’s notice.”

      I hang my head. “I am truly sorry, Wesley. My suspicions about the High Council should not negatively impact the one person who only wants the best for me.”

      He gives me his most magnetic smile. “I am glad you understand that I truly do want the very best for you. I know the life of a Jin is extremely difficult, but you were born to the vocation. One day you will be as powerful as I am.”

      After his amazing stunt today, I truly doubt it. Wesley demonstrated a level of transformation and materialization skills I could not even imagine in my wildest dreams.

      “Why, thank you.” Wesley beams. “They are the two skills I worked diligently to accomplish. My ability to spark energy is impressive to some, but the true power of a genie is how well he can control his Master.”

      I laugh. “Well, you certainly put me in my place.” It feels like the perfect moment to ask him something I have been curious about. “How long have you been a tutor? Are there different ranks of genies? Is it similar to the military where they have ranks such as private, corporal, and lieutenant?”

      He lets out a sigh. “Why do you always ask questions that will be covered in lessons you have yet to take?”

      I give him a smile. “Because I have an inquiring mind.”

      “As you wish.” He leans against the library table getting ready to launch into one of his diatribes. “As a matter of fact, there are indeed different levels of genies. Some will only be selected to work with Masters. Others, like myself, are pulled from Master service to become caretakers and tutors for the future genie children. The highest honor is to be pulled from Master service to become part of the High Council’s staff. This can only be accomplished after many decades and even centuries of proving to the High Council that you can be trusted with their secrets.” He breaks off gazing pensively at one of the books. “At one time I thought I’d be summoned to work for the High Council. But I realized I truly enjoyed tutoring my student charges far more than I ever imagined. Moving on to a higher level never appealed to me. Of course, the decision was easy. I have never been summoned before the council.”

      “But of course, you would choose to stay a tutor.” I give him a broad smile trying to take the sting away. “You have been assigned such extraordinary students like me.”

      Wesley’s face turns serious. “Edmund, I need you to promise that you will put your curiosity about the inner working of the academy aside and follow Headmaster Tahan’s rules from now on.”

      I have pushed him too far. “Of course. For the next ten days I will study genie history and nothing else.”

      “Good.” Wesley guides me out of the secret room and down the hallway. “Now, I must conceal any evidence that you broke the rules.”

      “Please, the mess is my fault. I will have plenty of time to put things right.”

      Wesley shakes his head. “No, I must make certain the repairs are seamless. We would not want Headmaster Tahan to notice anything amiss. He has a keen

      eye.”

      This is true. Whenever Charles and Jacob attempt a stunt behind Headmaster Tahan’s back, he is always one step ahead of them. “That he does have in spades.”

      I watch as Wesley, with a wave of his hand, shuts the secret door. He then gets busy sticking the wallpaper back over the door and repairing every rip and tear that could reveal that I fell through the door. “Thank you so very much, Wesley. I admit I could not have accomplished such an astonishing repair.”

      Wesley pats me on the shoulder. “Not yet. But I have every faith that in a few years, you will be almost as proficient as I am.”

      He is being kind. It must have taken decades for him to learn all the skills he displayed so deftly in the hallway.

      With a wave of his hand he straightens a few pictures and makes certain there is no lingering evidence of my accident.

      I flash back to the former students who talked to me in the pictures. “Wesley, can the students in the pictures come to life?”

      He gives me a quick smile. “They cannot come alive, but they can communicate through their likenesses. It is a skill you can acquire as you continue your journey as an official Jin.”

      I let out a sigh of relief. “Thank goodness I do not need to be institutionalized.”

      Wesley puts his hand on my shoulder holding back a chuckle. “At least not yet.” With another wave of his hand the hallway is as if I had never been there.

      He claps his hands together. “That task is done. Now to put things back in place on the fourth floor and in the study hall.”

      I begin to follow him toward the staircase, but he motions for me to stay behind. “I will complete the rest of the cleanup myself. It will take too much time to transport you from place to place along with me.”

      I try to hide the look of disappointment on my face by pretending to cover up a yawn. “Wonderful. I am growing tired from my adventure. Thank you, Wesley—for everything. You should win the number one genie award from the High Council.”

      He laughs. “My reward will be for you to never pull a stunt like this again.”

      I hold my hand on my heart. “I promise.”

      He gives me a wink and then disappears in a thin veil of lavender mist. A voice echoes from the staircase landing. “I know you well, Edmund. Just in case the impulse strikes you again, I created an insurance policy.”
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      I close my last reference book feeling quite proud of myself. For the entire day, except for teatime, I have been ensconced in the study hall with my face buried in books. Headmaster Tahan would be pleased, as I paid particular attention to the time periods I did not pass on the first term exam. Glancing down at my hands I am proud of another accomplishment. My skin is no longer orange!

      There is no snappy retort from Wesley, although I am certain he has checked up on me. Like a chill from a ghost, I felt his presence more than once as I browsed the library stacks searching for reference books. It is my greatest hope that he feels comfortable enough to pursue his actress with no fear of having to return to supervise me.

      A familiar light knock causes me to shift my gaze.

      “Excuse me, sir. Cook says dinner is ready.”

      “Thank you, Mary.”  I push back my chair.  “What has Cook whipped up for this evening? I hope you told her how much I enjoyed the roast pork she prepared on Monday.”

      Mary laughs. “Sir, have you forgotten that today is a special day?”

      At first, I cannot imagine what she is talking about. Then like a lightning bolt it hits me and a pang of homesickness washes over me. “’Tis Christmas.”

      “Yes, sir. And Cook has really outdone herself with a truly astonishing meal.”

      I follow Mary out past the parlor, the colorful Christmas tree, and down the hallway to the breakfast room. The table is overflowing with side dishes. Hardly any of the lace tablecloth is visible. On the sideboard sits a large goose roasted to perfection and a glass bowl filled to the brim with Christmas punch. “Cook has indeed outdone herself.  Please tell her how pleased I am.”

      Mary beams. “Cook will be so happy to hear it.” She turns to leave, and I call after her. “It is Christmas. Will you not join me along with the rest of the staff?”

      She shakes her head. “It would not be proper, sir.” Mary looks toward the ceiling and whispers. “I think there are holes up there where people can watch what we are doing.”

      Fascinating. Mary has felt that eyes are watching her as well. I give her a knowing smile. “I have had the same feeling myself.”

      “Enjoy your meal.” She gives me a quick curtsy. “Happy Christmas.” She looks over at the punch bowl. “Please help yourself to the punch. I made it myself.”

      Wanting to show her my appreciation, I trot over to the sideboard and fill my punch cup to the point of overflowing. I hold the cup high. “A toast to you, Mary.” I take a few swallows, enjoying the warm sensation of brandy and rum as it slides down my throat. “Please tell the staff I wish them all Happy Christmas as well.”

      She practically sprints out the door, surely eager to dig into her Christmas feast. I stride over to the goose and my mouth begins to water. The side of the breast has been cut into perfect slices. I pick up a gold-rimmed china plate and place two pieces of breast meat off to the side. Next, I take the covers off the side dishes and discover a wealth of tasty morsels. Steamed oysters, boiled potatoes sprinkled with parsley, peas, and plum pudding join the goose on my plate. The aromas blend together perfectly. I take a large sip of the punch and acquire a pleasant floating feeling only alcohol can bring. Famished, I devour my plate in minutes.

      I gaze around the empty room. Christmas alone is as unpleasant as I imagined despite the marvelous food. I stare down at my empty plate—never have I felt so alone. The silence from my family is like a knife in my heart. Sometime this year I will try to persuade my father to forgive me. It is my greatest hope that my family misses me as well.

      My mind drifts to Briana and her family all gathered around the table having a merry old time. She has the type of family I have always longed for. She is what I always longed for. How I wish I could be with her right now.

      A familiar voice enters my mind. ’Tis Christmas, Edmund. Do you really want me to work today?”

      I laugh. “No, Wesley. Enjoy your time with your actress. I will remind myself that thinking such thoughts when one has a genie can get one into trouble.”

      “Indeed. And there is nothing worse than a perturbed genie.”

      I laugh. “I will make a mental note that the word wish is a dirty word—especially on the holidays.”

      “Please do!”
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      The light streams in through the dormer window, forming a spotlight on my face. I cover my eyes. The sun is making my head hurt. The back of my head feels as if one of the elephants I spied in Africa kicked me with all its might. What in the devil did Mary put in the Christmas punch?

      I hear heavy footsteps coming down the hallway. Could my headache amplify Mary’s light steps to such an extreme level?

      The door flings open and I hear a familiar French accented voice. “Mered, Edmund. What are you still doing in bed? It is almost noon!”

      My mind must be playing tricks on me. Gaston is not due to return to the academy for another eight days. “Why are you here so early? Did something happen with your family?”

      “No. My family is quite well. But you obviously are not. Today is Sunday the third of January. We start classes for the second term tomorrow.”

      Mary must have put enough rum in the punch to give me hallucinations. I lean my head back on the pillow. “Nice to see you, Imaginary Gaston.”

      He drops his bag and races to my bedside. Taking my shoulders in his hands he says, “Edmund, I am real.” He takes a whiff of my breath. “And you are…how do you say—drunk.”

      His grip does feel very real. But how could yesterday be Christmas and today be three days after New Year’s? Then my former tutors voice tickles at the back of my memory—I created an insurance policy just in case. Due to the fact that I had too much punch last night, Wesley triggered his plan. But how in the world did he move my life forward eight days?
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      Gaston, satisfied he has sobered me up, heads down to the dining hall just as the gong sounds. Ignoring the summons to dinner, I continue to sit in my bed trying to accept the fact that Jin possess the incomprehensible magic of time manipulation. I can understand how such a skill would be useful in serving our Masters. Especially if we needed to correct an error the Master had made. That does not make the skill of time manipulation any easier to swallow.

      The dinner gong reverberates up the staircase and I finally get up out of bed. Opening my wardrobe, I stare at my garments, wondering if I should don my uniform, or my tweed suit to fit in with the rest of the returning students. As I never returned home, it makes sense that I wear my uniform. Once I am clothed, I proceed downstairs and join a small group of students gathered in the entryway, showing off their Christmas gifts. One student displays a fancy pen, another a new suit, while another shows off a gold ring with his initials in tiny diamonds that glows under the lamp light. A pang of sadness hits me when I remember I have no Christmas presents to show anyone.

      I catch a glimpse of Briana and race back upstairs realizing I have nothing to give her. I was going to give Briana a small wood carving of a flower just like my grandfather showed me how to make one summer, but now I have no time. Surely, she will have a gift for me, thoughtful person that she is. What can I concoct on a moment’s notice? Words—she loves words.

      Back in room six, I sprint over to the desk and pull out a piece of paper. A poem would be the perfect gift for Briana, but I do not have an artistic bone in my body. Well, except for the wood carving skill my grandfather taught me.

      The blank page on the desk mocks me. I concentrate on Briana’s beautiful face as if it can conjure up the words for me. A spark of inspiration strikes and I jot down the poem. Blotting the ink, I hope Briana will be kind when she reads it.

      Racing downstairs, I tuck the poem in my pocket and enter the dining hall teeming with students recapping their holiday adventures with their families. I take a bit of everything from the dishes on the sideboard and walk toward Briana’s waving hand. She has held a seat for me as usual. I sit down next to her and say, “You look radiant. The time with your family has done wonders for you.”

      Briana smiles. “My radiance is actually exhaustion. Chasing after my baby brothers took up most of my time.” She reaches into her purse and pulls out a small box. “Here, my belated Christmas gift.”

      I open the box and suck in a breath. It appears I am not
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