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	The Raven Prince

	 

	 

	 

	 


You’re Right.

	 

	IF YOU’RE GOING to stick around, you do need to know.

	The first thing you need to know about this book is that The Raven Prince is about bullies. About consequences. About justice, though you may not agree with me since no human justice is involved.

	There’s some joy, some humor, some old musicals, some laughter along the way.

	At bottom, though, this is about bullies. About the pain they give. About the pain they get. 

	So, if this is a…troublesome…topic for you, you can turn off your ebook reader, or you can read the two short stories that are included with this book. No warnings needed for either of them.

	It’s up to you.

	But if you want to know about the Raven Prince, I’ll tell you everything I remember.

	I remember…

	 

	 


I remember…bullies

	 

	THEY HAD NAMES. Of course they had names. Their parents attached words to them at birth or a little after, and by constant repetition, like teaching a dog or a cat who it is, they learned the words. They learned by rote the word that meant them all as a group. They learned the one or two or three names, and the shortened version of one, which meant just them.

	They learned if their parents used the first word or the shortened one, all was well; their parents approved. They learned if all their name words were used at once, their parents were angry, and punishment ensued.

	These four? If all their name words had ever been used in the first seventeen years of their lives, the punishment meted out was so mild it vanished from their heads right after it happened, as if it never happened at all.

	Of course I knew their names.

	When you are new, you learn the names you need to know: principal, vice principal, your teachers now, your teachers coming up, which students to avoid if you possibly can, which ones—the fewest in this list—might be friends.

	They were the four I should avoid, but when you are a target, regular or random chance, staying home is the only way to avoid with success. My parents had a problem with that. I had a problem with that.

	So I learned their names but called them what they were. Not the B-word, though I recognized that about them the first time I saw each one. Pissed them off no end, calling them:

	Preacher’s Son. Sheriff’s Son.

	Banker’s Son. Principal’s Daughter.

	 

	 

	 


I remember…the first day

	 

	“OOOOO, LOOK!” THE near-falsetto voice behind me said, stretching the first word out and rhyming the sound with boo and coo and you, before dropping to a lower pitch. “A new girl, guys.”

	I ignored him, went on walking down the hall toward the principal’s office to report in. A hall that Red Sea-parted at those words, the boys and girls backing up against the lockers to give them—the “guys” the falsetto voice referred to—space in which to work. They certainly weren’t giving me room to walk.

	“Hey, girl, we’re talking to you. Don’t be rude and run away.”

	I didn’t change my steps. I was too short to have a stride. If you’re prey and have nowhere to hide, you never flee. It makes being cut down and savaged a near-certainty. Which could also happen if you didn’t try to get away.

	There were three who were taller, bigger, arrogant in their power. They had strides and used them to get in front of me, making a three-boy wall—though I was sure they thought of themselves as men—to stop me.

	I had no names, but I recognized what they were.

	On my left: dark-brown hair coifed and styled though he’d never use the words, slacks and shirt and loafers screaming money and tailored to set off his handsomeness. I later learned: Banker’s Son.

	In the middle: blond hair cut short in a way that said “Look how butch I am,” though he’d never use the words aloud; tallest of the trio; muscular, broad-shouldered in a tee, narrow-hipped in leather-belted, faded jeans, a letter jacket. I later learned: Preacher’s Son.

	On my right: a tight, mean face atop a wiry frame, hair neither blond nor brown but crisply cut in a quasi-military way; a school logo, snarling-tiger tee, and skinny jeans to flaunt what he thought of as a package requiring a forklift to deliver; a look-at-me-and-who-I-am stance. I later learned: Sheriff’s Son.

	The earlier voice. Preacher’s Son. “And look, she’s wearing a pants suit. To school.”

	Wrong.

	I was wearing armor. My armor.

	At my last school, a private school whose only students were shifters, or children of the few humans who knew, the girls wore pants suits or stylish dresses, the boys wore suits and ties. No one cared whether the suits were tailored Armani (we had some) or off-the-rack Walmart (many more). In those clothes, we…walked tall. Taller than we would in casual wear.

	I knew what they saw. I saw it myself in the mirror before I left.

	Short, slender. White skin, though not the undead white of writers who describe vampires without ever having had the courtesy to talk to one first. Straight, shining black hair styled down and forward to cover my forehead, cover my ears. Two lips not an indifferent red, but more pink than I’d prefer. A slender, pointy nose, more of a small beak, but then, I am a raven shifter.

	Black suit, white shirt, slender black tie, plain onyx cufflinks, as I wasn’t about to wear my birthday gift of the ones with an engraved Huginn and Muginn. An equally plain onyx stud in my left ear.

	And between my legs, though my slacks were not tailored for display, ample proof I’m a boy.

	Ample.

	If they’d bothered to look. Which they did. Fast, furtive. A blink, a pause, a blink, and up to my face again.

	They didn’t want to be confused with facts so they continued their game.

	Banker’s Son: “Aw, guys, she’s a pretty little thing, isn’t she? Bet she kicks those legs way in the air, like the cheerleaders do.”

	He wasn’t talking about school spirit at football games.

	Preacher’s son: “Naw, they wouldn’t take her.” He cupped his hands in front of his pecs, making squeezing gestures. The typical straight slob gesture for a girl’s breasts. I knew because not every boy at my last school was a gentleman all the time, though more of the time than most high school boys. “Her titties ain’t big enough.”

	“See?” he said. “They’re real flat.” He stretched his arm out, as if he was going put his palm on my chest, or perhaps turn his hand at the last moment so he could grab and twist one of my nipples.

	We’re not as strong as wolves, or as fast as cheetahs, but we’re fast enough. Fast enough to twist myself, avoid his hand, grab his wrist, push it aside, and make some connection between some part of my body and his balls, likely a knee, or perhaps the toes or sole of my shoe.

	Begin as you mean to go on. Though Mr. Spurgeon might not recognize the intent behind the phrase here, as the Lord was not involved in this, even if there was a Lord to be involved.

	Words first, action later. “If you do, I’ll sue.”

	His hand stopped, making him look even more stupid than I already thought he was, with it hanging there in the air. “Uh, what?”

	The other two wore expressions matching his words.

	“Battery. Intentional offensive touching. Look it up. I don’t know how anybody else around here feels about you touching them. But me? I’d be very offended if you touched me. How do you think your dad would feel about you getting sued?” I figured even if there was a mother at home, her opinion wouldn’t count for much. “Maybe causing the school to get sued, too?”

	He snatched his hand back and then flushed. It looked like he was backing down from the new little fairy boy about to join the ranks of their tormented.

	I sort of hoped, sort of didn’t hope, he never learned the truth. He so

	didn’t want to piss off a real faery.

	He straightened up, gave me a spread-legged stance, not the parade-rest thing but intended to intimidate.

	I do afraid, I’m not stupid. I don’t do intimidation. “I’ll touch you if I feel like it.”

	I gave him a wide-eyed, “Oh, really, will you?” look and a smirk of a smile.

	He realized what he’d said. Third flush does the charm for getting rid of the shit? No. Not yet.

	“I’ll…punch you if I want,” Preacher’s Son said, bravado back. “I’ll say you hit first. It’d be my word against yours, and they’ll back me up.” Two little head tilts to indicate the sidekicks who were of course not quite at his side, but a little behind. In case I was too dumb to figure out who he meant on my own.

	“And all these witnesses who’d disagree with the lie?”

	The three laughed. It wasn’t pleasant laughter since they didn’t like being called liars. Perhaps they considered themselves tellers of alternative truths.

	Banker’s Son: “They didn’t see anything. Like those three monkeys.” I supposed he thought the reference made him erudite, though if I used the word, I’d probably have to explain it, if not to him, then to the boys sprung from the preacher’s and the sheriff’s balls.

	True, some of our watchers crept away when the confrontation started and the bullies’ backs were to where they stood. There were plenty left.

	I have excellent peripheral vision. And of those “plenty” I saw a face or two who might be willing if necessary. But it wouldn’t be. So I said with confidence, “It only takes one.”

	Which left us at an impasse of sorts. It wasn’t quite broken by a woman’s voice over a speaker system: “Classes begin in five minutes.”

	The watchers melted away into Prospero’s thin air. I’d have to explain that reference, too.

	It was Sheriff’s Son’s turn. He moved away from Preacher’s Son, but not far, and into a shoulder-to-shoulder—though not touching—straight line. Banker’s Son blinked, caught on, did the same. A wide enough wall to block the hall.

	No witnesses, now. And any route between, past or around them, would either make me touch one, or let one or more move into position so I touched even as I tried to avoid.

	They knew what classes they were supposed to be in; I had no idea about mine. They’d eventually have to go or risk whatever punishment—for them, undoubtedly a mild one—was imposed for being tardy. I stood there without arms-across-the-chest defensiveness.

	Although they couldn’t quite stand still, I was motionless for the rest of the five minutes until a loud bell rang, likely signaling “All you brats better have your butts in your chairs.”

	The smile Preacher’s Son gave me was no more nice than any of the earlier looks. “You’re late. They don’t like ‘late’ around here.” The boy wall dissolved and they started walking away.

	Sheriff’s Son sent what he thought was a Parthian shot over his shoulder—yet another something I’d have to explain. “We’re hall monitors.”

	By the time I reached the principal’s office it was 8:05 a.m. Five minutes late. I suspected it was my problem, though not my fault.

	I was right.

	Principal’s Daughter (as I later learned she was) was with him when the secretary sent me in. The secretary thought I didn’t hear the murmured, “You poor thing.”

	Wild things, wolf things, cat things, raven things have excellent hearing, even in human shape.

	A predator sat behind the desk, blacker and shinier than my hair or feathers, though not a shifter. He didn’t bother rising. Principal’s Daughter stood at the side of the desk. If she had been born a boy, she would have been a football player. Perhaps she was. I wasn’t going to be in the bleachers cheering her or any of them on.

	“You’re late.”

	Ah. There were so many reasons a new student, enrolling in a reasonably large school, with a set of old, large buildings, might be a whole five minutes late. Valid reasons. Not least of which was being harassed by a three-pack of bullies who acted as if they ran the school. Glancing at the stare and stance of Principal’s Daughter, I was sure I was looking at the fourth of a quartet, rather than the triumvirate I met. I wondered if any of them would understand either word, and with no further thought, discarded the wonder.

	I suspected he knew the why, expected the why. He wasn’t interested in it, though he was interested in whether I would have the balls to say the “why” out loud.

	There are balls…and balls.

	Begin as you mean to go on. “I am.”

	Silence as he waited for words he wasn’t going to get. Silence while I waited for the introduction I knew I wasn’t going to get to a student who was being allowed to stay for a meeting which should have been private. I pulled my shoulder-strap case around, opened the flap, removed the certified copies of the papers he needed, though all of them had already been electronically provided, walked the few steps to the front of his

	desk, and held them out.

	I didn’t lean forward to make it easier. And make myself appear submissive in the process.

	I’m happy with the me I see in my mirror. I’m not enthusiastic about what I will someday have to be, and I hope that day is a long time in arriving. But I would not disrespect myself or Raven Himself by making myself lesser than I was or would be.

	It was a second or twelve before he leaned forward, extending a long arm ending in a large, powerful hand to take the papers. He couldn’t resist the petty testiness of a not-quite-yank. He sat back, sorted the papers into stacks, and set them in front of him. Principal’s Daughter started to move from the side of the desk into a look-over-daddy’s-shoulder position.

	“Those records are private.”

	It was my voice, not her father’s, which said the words. But she did stop moving.

	“She is my daughter.” The rest of the silent words were along the lines of How dare you challenge my daughter?

	“Respectfully, sir”—the word was just this side of the opposite—“unless your daughter is an employee of this school, or of the school district, with a specific need to know, there is no legal authority”—you have no legal authority—“to disclose my records.”

	“You have something to hide?”

	“Sir, with all due respect”—which was little to none, as he hadn’t earned any, but I kept my voice from showing the lack—“whether I do or not is also private, and you’ll have your answer as soon as you read my records.”

	Records he should already have read in their electronic form. They were emailed a week ago; he knew I was starting today, and scheduled this appointment himself. He didn’t bother looking down again.

	Ah. Records he had already read.

	Then he knew I was an all-A student, blah, blah, blah, and an officer in the Raven Society, even though I was only a sophomore then. The records made it clear to a reasonably astute reader, such as the principal, the Society was what was called a name like the Gay-Straight Alliance in other schools. The name was used, I once heard, because of the motto of Raven Himself: all birds are equal, and none are more equal than others. There was no GSA here; I checked.

	Oh happy day. And not like the song lyrics.

	Sometimes I hated Father’s sense of honor. He had taken a job with an ignorant-human employer, which is a company with no shifter awareness, and he was promised four years at the other office, so I could damn well go to high school in a shifter school. But halfway through, when he got the whole “only you” bullshit—unfortunately for me, accurate—we moved here.

	Here, where a commute was impractical though not impossible, and I was unwilling to board near the school, and come home on weekends. Unfashionable, but I love my parents, and I’ll have plenty of time to live on my own after graduation.

	Begin as you mean, et cetera.

	I walked over, sat in the chair in front of his desk. “You weren’t invited to sit.”

	“I wasn’t.” I gave him a small shrug, which might have said to an observant man, Yet here I am, sitting in a chair you picked out to subtly force the

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg
Eric Alan Westfall






