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ONE

The ten-ton chunk of granite hovered in the
gray sky, clutched in the powerful grasp of Bommy Giffitt’s
mind.

Bommy arched an eyebrow and the stone rotated
to the left. He twitched a pinky finger and the stone rotated to
the right. He blinked and it began to wobble. He blinked again and
it stopped.

The King of Darkness sat astride his
mechno-steed, sneering at Bommy, oblivious to the massive slab of
doom floating fifty feet above his haughty head. If Bommy shut his
eyes for more than an instant the stone would plunge to earth,
squashing the king like a bug.

Not a bad idea.

Bommy had already splatted an entire legion
of the king’s finest soldiers – not just any old garden variety
soldiers, mind you, but gargoyle-men and demon-guys and
blood-crazed Berserker tribesmen who had spread terror and death
across seven continents until Bommy beat them in a single epic
battle. Now all that remained of the fearsome invading force was
the king himself.

His face was covered with laser-sword scars.
A sneer clung to his cruel lips like a big canker sore. Evil
gleamed in his beady black eyes. He was the kind of man who started
wars just for fun, who sent thousands of men to their deaths to
relieve his boredom – and paid them half the wages other despots
gave their troops. He was mean to his cat, too, and never wrote to
his mother, not even a postcard. And he hated chocolate ice
cream.

No one would blame Bommy for splatting a
creep like that.

But a king deserved respect, even an evil
king, so Bommy didn’t drop the boulder; he lowered it slowly, a
foot at a time (a very difficult task, even for a Master Lifter),
till it dangled mere inches above his foe’s head.

The King of Darkness still didn’t get it. He
blustered about, waving his arms and bellowing threats and curses,
gesturing at Bommy with his auto-dagger and his scepter-rifle, but
Bommy remained calm, smiling a smug little smile of his own. He
could release the boulder at any moment, or fling it harmlessly to
one side and spare the king, or keep it in the air all day if he
wished; all week if he felt like it; all year if he wanted. It was
child’s play for the legendary Bommy Giffitt, greatest Lifter in
the whole world. Child’s play...

And then Bommy’s nose began to itch and he
took his mind off the little blue-and-pink eraser for a split
second, just long enough to scratch, and the eraser slipped from
his mind, plunging toward the bald spot on Mister Cheeth’s head.
Frantically Bommy twitched his eyelids, sending out a puff of magic
that swatted the eraser to the left, just in the nick of time. It
missed Mister Cheeth by a hair and landed on his desk with a soft
plop, which Mister Cheeth didn’t hear over the steady drone of his
own voice.

He was delivering one of his mind-numbing
lectures – on the Great Wool Blight of Year 864-K and how it led to
the economic instability which indirectly contributed to the Farm
Wars a decade later – and everyone in class was about ready to pass
out from boredom, everyone but Amalissa, of course, who was
dutifully taking notes and nodding from time to time, as if she
actually understood what Mister Cheeth was saying and found it all
very interesting.

When the eraser landed on Mister Cheeth’s
desk she paused in her note taking just long enough to give Bommy a
dirty look over her shoulder – one of those snooty “Why don’t you
act your age?” looks – then turned around before Bommy could stick
out his tongue at her.

She took an amazing number of notes, more
than anyone else in class, and her handwriting was impeccable.
Bommy could watch her write for hours, mesmerized by the graceful
way her hand moved across the page. His own notebook was blank
except for drawings and doodles and some hastily scrawled words
that even he couldn’t read. He wasn’t lazy, mind you. Not at all.
He just didn’t see the point of writing things down when he knew
darn well they were already written in a book somewhere by some
historian who probably had better handwriting than him anyway.

But Bommy knew he had to learn stuff in order
to pass, and if he didn’t pass he’d have to sit through the same
lectures again next year, so he forced himself to stop staring at
Amalissa and focus on the blackboard and the chart Mister Cheeth
was now drawing, which showed the various categories of foodstuffs
carried aboard steamships in the Unclaimed Territories during the
First Great Westward Migration...

By the time Mister Cheeth got to barley,
Bommy’s mind had drifted off again and his eyes strayed to the
teacher’s desk. Where was the eraser? There, behind a stack of
books on the corner. He could see a little bit of blue sticking
out, but not enough to get a grip on. Bommy couldn’t Lift anything
unless it was in plain sight.

A really good Lifter could’ve done it easily
– Blind Lifts, Multiple Lifts, Bi-Directional Lifts, nothing was
beyond them. His dad could do it without even trying: Lift the
eraser and all the other stuff on the desk at the same time – and
the desk along with it, and all the other desks too, and the
students sitting in them.

Someday Bommy would have that kind of power
too. Someday. But for now he preferred to focus his meager skills
on easy objects, like the paperclips in the little glass cup on the
other side of Mister Cheeth’s desk.

He Lifted out a clump of them and arranged
them into a roughly humanoid shape and made them swagger across the
blotter, headed toward Mister Cheeth’s ballpoint pen...

The War-Bot had already destroyed a dozen
cities with its 4000-megawatt projectile-vomit autocannon, and now
it was heading straight through the heart of downtown Keps,
sweeping mechazoids aside with its gigantic arms like they were
toothpicks, stomping entire platoons under its gargantuan steel
feet. The commander of the city’s defense forces ordered all units
into full scale retreat. Mechazoids and troops and tanks turned and
fled, and soon there was no one left to battle the War-Bot, not one
person standing in its way.

Except Bommy Giffitt.

Super-heated dum-dum bullets from the
War-Bot’s nose-mounted roto-gun blasted Bommy’s mechazoid to
smithereens and he clambered from the ruptured cockpit just in the
nick of time, landing on a pile of rubble that had once been City
Hall. He had no short-range missiles to fire now, no electrostatic
gauss rifle, no antimatter grenade pods. Nothing to defend himself.
Except his magic.

For Bommy Giffitt, that was enough.

The War-Bot bore down on him, jacking up its
fuel-injected plutonium engines to full power. Pistons the size of
elevators hissed; gears as big as merry-go-rounds clanked.
Helium-neon laso-guns spit their deadly beams at Bommy, searing the
concrete to either side of him. Bommy didn’t even blink. The
thunking beast bellowed its stereophonic battle cry and lowered its
head and kicked into fifth gear. Turbines screeched. Exhaust
manifolds belched. Its deadly autocannon swiveled like a giant
tongue, zeroing in on the lone figure atop City Hall.

Calmly standing his ground, Bommy raised his
hands above his head and an intense blue blob of light materialized
in the smoke filled air, congealing into the shape of a giant
hand...

Amalissa raised her hand and waved it
urgently at Mister Cheeth. The teacher stopped in mid-sentence, a
bit annoyed at the interruption, and peered at Amalissa through the
spectacles perched on the end of his aquiline nose.

“Is there a question?”

Amalissa glanced at Bommy, a spiteful look on
her face. She was going to tell!

His mind released the clump of paperclips and
they collapsed into a heap on the desk.

Amalissa smiled sweetly at Mister Cheeth.

“No sir,” she said. “I was concerned about
something, but it’s all right now. Please continue the
lecture.”

Mister Cheeth nodded. “I’m delighted
someone in my class is paying attention today.” He scowled
at the other students. “Never hesitate to ask if you don’t
understand. That’s the mark of a good student. Questions are not a
sign of ignorance, they are a sign of wisdom. Only a fool never
asks a question.”

As Mister Cheeth said the word “fool,” he
looked directly at Hoshua Nirolo, who was hunkered down in his
chair like a rocktoad, a blank expression on his broad, beefy face.
Mister Cheeth shook his head, then looked at Bommy, who hastily
picked up his own pen and began jotting down the information
written on the blackboard.

Mister Cheeth sighed and resumed the
lesson.

Amalissa smirked at Bommy, triumphant yet
again. He stuck his tongue out. She flipped her hair at him and
looked away. He stared at the back of her head, wondering how
anyone so pretty on the outside could be so nasty on the
inside.

She was pretty, too. Her hair was the
color of sugarbirds; her eyes as blue as the Second Biggest Sea.
And she always wore such nice clothes, frilly dresses imported all
the way from Faronce, and fancy socks that cost more than a
bicycle, with tiny flowers on the tops – not fake flowers, mind
you, but miniature roses and posies conjured up by Nirisha, the
legendary Dotch garden sorceress. (Amalissa’s parents could afford
that kind of thing; they owned the biggest skin-tinting salon in
the entire city of Keps.)

Bommy had never seen the tops of the socks –
proper young ladies wore their skirts long, and never allowed more
than a bit of shoe to show – but Elyno had seen them once, and
swore there were little live flowers on them, and Elyno never made
up stories so it had to be true.

But hearing about something and seeing it
yourself are two different things. Bommy wanted to see for himself.
And today, as luck would have it, the back of the hem on Amalissa’s
blue dress was caught on the book rack under her desk, and a bit of
petticoat was peeking out beneath it, swaying slightly in the
breeze from the little oscillating fan whirring in the open doorway
of the classroom. And beneath the petticoat Bommy could see her red
patent leather shoes. And a little bit of sock.

And that got him to thinking. Which wasn’t
good.

It would be so easy to Lift the petticoat and
peek at the little flowers. Child’s play. A petticoat weighed next
to nothing. And if anyone noticed the petticoat moving, they were
bound to blame the breeze.

Somewhere inside his head, a voice told him
to pay attention to the lecture and forget about the socks. But
Bommy didn’t care about the plague that had wiped out the musk
cows, leading to higher tariffs on milk products during the Low
Calcium Crisis of 201-Z. He wanted to see the socks – had to see
them, right now.

It was one of those strange cravings that
sometimes come over you without warning, like when someone has some
strawberry gum and they won’t share, and you hate strawberry gum
but all of a sudden you’ve just got to have some.

So Bommy focused his thoughts on the bottom
of the petticoat – he could almost feel the frilly cloth tickling
his mind – and got a good grip on it and waited for the right
moment, when the fan in the doorway rotated his way.

He glanced at his classmates. No one was
paying any attention to him. Jayk Pirvetta – who sat next to
Amalissa and was the only boy she ever smiled at – was doodling in
his notebook; a picture of a swordsman, no doubt, since that’s all
Jayk ever thought about. Hoshua, who sat behind her, was focusing
every ounce of his limited mental capabilities on the little yellow
insect on his desk, which he was torturing with a pencil.

Hoshua was a lousy student, but the best
gouger on the Keps High ovalball team, and he had a Talent for
summoning insects. How did he do it? Even he didn’t know. But he
could clench his fists and wave them over a spot and a little hole
would open in the air and something would fly or crawl or wiggle
through it, a bug no one had ever seen before, and Hoshua would
proceed to dismember it and dissect it and shred it, sometimes for
hours at a time. Some said he had the makings of a great coroner,
perhaps a Portal Master or entomologist, but those jobs required
one thing Hoshua lacked: a brain.

No matter. Hoshua and Jayk were the only ones
who might notice what Bommy was doing, and they were preoccupied.
The breeze from the fan was headed his way. Time to proceed with
operation petticoat.

Bommy’s mouth went dry, and he suddenly
realized he was nervous as all get-out. He’d Lifted lots of things
in his time – pebbles and twigs and dead bugs and erasers and pens,
and even a toad once or twice, but never a girl’s skirt. This was
uncharted territory. He took a deep breath to steady his nerves,
and then began the Lift.

One inch. Two.

No one noticed.

Three inches, and Amalissa’s ankles came into
view. Pretty ankles. Elyno said they were too thick; Bommy didn’t
think so.

The magical energy swirling in his head felt
funny all of a sudden, all warm and tingly. He took another deep
breath, then Lifted the petticoat higher. Little dots appeared.
Were those the flowers? They didn’t look like flowers, more like
lint pills. He Lifted another inch...

And then Hoshua looked up and bellowed like a
buffalump: “Whoa! Get a load of those feet!”

Startled, Bommy lost his grip. The petticoat
fell. Amalissa jumped. She looked down at her swaying skirt, then
at Bommy. He turned his head, but not fast enough; she saw the
Lifting look in his eyes.

She leapt to her feet, her face flushed.

“Bommy Giffitt, you stop that!”

The class woke up. Half-lidded eyes flew
open. Drooping heads snapped to attention. Everyone stared at Bommy
and Amalissa. Including Mister Cheeth.

“Whatever seems to be the matter now?” the
teacher said testily.

Amalissa pointed at Bommy, who sank down
lower in his seat, wishing he were in a submarine and could
crash-dive out of sight.

“He ... he Lifted the bottom of my dress!”
she sputtered.

Mister Cheeth turned to Bommy.

“Mister Giffitt,” he said sternly, “were you
levitating again?”

Bommy tried to look innocent and insulted and
hurt, all at the same time, which contorted his face into a mask of
absolute guilt.

“No sir,” he said.

Mister Cheeth frowned. “No? Did you say no?
Are you saying her skirt lifted itself?”

“No sir, I think the breeze must’ve done
it.”

“Breeze my eye!” Amalissa said. “I felt a
cold tingle on my ankles. Breezes aren’t tingly.”

“They are in wintertime,” Bommy retorted.

“Is this wintertime?” Mister Cheeth asked
patiently.

“No sir,” Bommy said. “Not here, anyway. But
it’s wintertime in the Snowlands.”

“Are we in the Snowlands?” Mister Cheeth
asked, a trifle less patiently.

“No sir.”

“Then why, pray tell...”

“But back in the dinosaur age it was winter
all year long, on account of glaciers. There were glaciers all over
the place, great big ones” – he spread his arms out as far as they
would reach – “as big as this entire schoolhouse.”

“Really?” Mister Cheeth said in mock
astonishment. “I had no idea. Thank you for enlightening me.”

“Oh, no trouble at all.”

“Now kindly tell me what that has to do with
you levitating a young lady’s dress.”

“It wasn’t me, sir, it was the glaciers. I’ll
bet this room was full of glaciers back in the dinosaur age, and
every time the wind blew it must’ve tingled like crazy.”

“Mister Giffitt, we are no longer in the
dinosaur age.”

“Yes sir. I know that.”

“Then tingly winds rolling off glaciers
really have nothing to do with what we’re talking about, now do
they?”

“Yes sir ... Because it’s, uh ... it’s
ghosts, that’s what it is.”

Mister Cheeth raised an eyebrow.
“Ghosts?”

“Yes sir. There could be ghosts of glaciers,
couldn’t there? They’re probably all around us, drifting in and out
of our dimension, and when they drift in they make the air
tingly.”

The classroom erupted in laughter. Bommy
blushed. It was bad enough getting caught red-handed without
everyone making fun of him to boot. He glanced at Elyno, sitting in
the far corner of the room. At least she wasn’t laughing. She
wouldn’t do that to Bommy, she was his friend. In fact, she was
staring down at her notebook with a stony expression on her face,
as if she was the one who’d gotten in trouble, not him.

And that made Bommy feel even worse. Elyno
rarely smiled these days and he was always trying to cheer her up,
and now she’d gone all grim and gloomy.

“I swear I didn’t do it,” he said, looking at
Mister Cheeth again. “I haven’t Lifted anything in a long time,
ever since you told me not to.”

“That’s a lie,” Amalissa said. “He was flying
your eraser around the room earlier, and playing with the
paperclips on your desk. Everyone saw.”

Some of the kids nodded (the little
suck-ups!). Others studied the ceiling or the floor. A few, like
Hoshua, snickered, pleased that someone else was in trouble for a
change. No one rose to Bommy’s defense.

Mister Cheeth studied Bommy for a moment,
like he was some math equation that didn’t quite add up, then he
walked over to his desk, glanced at the paperclips strewn all over
the blotter, then pulled open a drawer and took out a big
timeglass.

The other kids said “Oh-ohhh.” Bommy’s heart
sank.

“Mister Giffitt,” the teacher said, “after
class you shall remain here and write an essay for me, about the
perils of telling lies and the impropriety of lifting the skirts of
young ladies. You shall work on this essay until the sands drain
from the timeglass, which shall take approximately two hours and
thirty four minutes.”

Some kids tittered. Others grinned. A few
cringed. Amalissa, looking completely vindicated and just a bit
smug, sat down daintily and folded her hands on her desk like the
proper young lady she was, her honor now restored.

“In the meantime,” Mister Cheeth said, “I
suggest you pay attention to the rest of the lecture.”

“Yes sir,” Bommy said.

As Mister Cheeth resumed the lesson and the
other kids shot smirks at him over their shoulders, Bommy stole
another glance at Elyno. She was still staring down at her
notebook, her face grim, and something, a tear perhaps, twinkled in
the corner of her eye.

Bommy picked up his pen and started
scribbling notes like mad, focusing on Mister Cheeth’s dry and
dusty facts, blotting everything else from his mind.

 


TWO

“...and thinking maybe a spider had
crawled onto Amalissa’s shoe, my one desire was to scare it away by
Lifting her dress and shooing it off. Since I wasn’t entirely sure
it was a spider, I didn’t wish to alarm Amalissa by telling her
about it, and cause a general panic in the classroom, so I tried to
use my Lifting skills, meager as they are, to save her without any
undue commotion. Now I realize the spider might have been just a
bit of dust, and in any event, my proper course was to inform the
teacher, who is yourself, and let you deal with it, and I never
should have told that story about ghost icebergs, but again, I felt
that revealing the presence of a big, hairy spider in the room
might cause great alarm, but I now realize it is better to be
honest, even if it causes my fellow students to stampede from the
classroom and many are trampled and injured, than to take matters
into my own hands, and for this I apologize, and under the
circumstances I see no need for this unfortunate incident to go on
my permanent record.

Yours Truly

Bommy Giffitt”

 


Bommy leaned back in his chair and read over
what he’d written and smiled, pleased with himself. It could easily
be the truth. What if he really had seen a giant spider? Would he
have acted any differently? It wasn’t his actions that were
deplorable, merely his motives, and who could say what his true
motives were? Could anyone really know the inner workings of their
own mind, let alone another’s? It was a question best left to
philosophers – or the Psychics Guild.

Bommy looked up at the timeglass, glistening
in the late afternoon sun slanting in through the windows, and his
smile broadened. Only a flew grains left.

He stood up and his smile was replaced by a
grimace as the blood rushed back into his butt, which had fallen
asleep a half hour ago. He rubbed it a few times – discreetly, of
course – then walked toward the front of the classroom.

Mister Cheeth had been sitting at his desk
the whole time, over two and a half hours, not once getting up to
stretch or go to the bathroom, not once leaning back to gaze out
the window, just sitting there in the same position, quietly
reading a book. He must have a cast-iron butt.

“Aren’t you a bit premature, young man?” he
said, glancing at the timeglass as Bommy came up to his desk.

“Premature, Mister Cheeth?”

“The time has not expired.”

“Close enough.”

“I’m afraid ‘close enough’ is not a scholarly
concept. Precision is important, in all things.”

“Yes sir. It’s just that I’ve got this awful
cramp” – he grabbed his right hand and winced – “and if it gets any
worse I might tear a tendon or something, and then I couldn’t take
notes in class tomorrow.”

“You never take notes anyway. What difference
would it make?”

“I’ve turned over a new leaf, sir.”

“That’s what you said the last time.”

Bommy started to answer, but Mister Cheeth
raised his hand.

“All right, all right. I think you’ve had
adequate time to write a most profound essay, and I’m eager to see
it.”

He took the paper from Bommy. His gray eyes
darted back and forth over the deathless prose. After a few seconds
he looked up, arching an eyebrow.

“Pretty good, huh?” Bommy said hopefully.

Mister Cheeth was not impressed.

“Repeating the phrase ‘I’m sorry and I won’t
do it again’ a hundred times is hardly an essay, young man.”

“But that’s what you had me write the last
time.”

“I am well aware of your previous efforts.
Those were apologies. This time I specifically asked for an essay.
I was hoping you would go beyond mere rote expressions of regret
and reflect in depth on the ethical issues involved in your
misconduct.”

“Oh, I did that. All the deep reflection is
on page four.”

Mister Cheeth turned to page four and read it
over. His frown deepened. He took off his glasses, rubbed the
bridge of his nose, and looked up at Bommy with weary eyes.

“This is not reflection, Mister Giffitt, it’s
obfuscation.”

“Uh, is that good?”

The teacher sighed. “No, it is not good.
Please don’t insult my intelligence by expecting me to believe that
your motive in levitating Miss Ammalee’s dress had anything to do
with the presence of a large arachnid. You were bent on pure,
unadulterated mischief.”

“Well...”

“No ‘Wells.’ In the future, when I ask for an
essay, I want the truth. I want introspection. I want genuine
regret. This is not a fiction writing class. Do I make myself
clear?”

“Yes sir. But if there had been a giant
spider, I wouldn’t have done anything different. So if you think
about it, it wasn’t my actions that were wrong, just my motives,
and who can really...”

“You know, Bommy, you have the makings of a
fine politician.”

Bommy grinned. “Really? Thanks.”

“It wasn’t intended as a compliment.”

“Oh. So I guess that means you want me to do
my essay over?”

“No, there’s no point in prolonging the
agony.”

Mister Cheeth opened up a drawer and placed
the essay inside, on top of a whole stack of “apology papers,” most
of them written by Bommy and Jayk and Hoshua. He shut the drawer
and stood up. Much to Bommy’s amazement, he didn’t wince or
anything.

”I think it’s time we both went home,” he
said.

“All right!” Bommy cried.

He dashed for the door and flung it open.

“Do not run, Mister Giffitt. This is not a
playground.”

“Yes sir.”

Bommy headed down the hall, his elation
quickly turning into trepidation. The worst part of detention was
leaving the schoolhouse afterward, because it was a spooky place in
the evening. His footsteps echoed loudly in the hallway, and as he
passed the darkened rooms he heard other, stranger sounds: soft
whispers and the scratch of pencils on paper and the steady drone
of teachers’ voices – as if the ghosts of everyone who’d ever
taught or learned within those walls were still there, trapped in a
class that would never end.

Or maybe it was just a rickety old fan
someone had left on. But how could you ever be sure?

Bommy walked faster, continually glancing
over his shoulder, and it was a great relief to finally trot down
the stairs and push open the big double doors and burst
outside.

The day’s heat had given up and gone home for
the day, and the sun was settling into the horizon, the shadows
laying down across the playground. Bommy started down the worn
concrete steps.

“It’s about time,” said a voice behind
him.

Bommy jumped and spun around, expecting to
see a ghost playing hooky from its eternal lessons. But it was just
Elyno.

“What are you doing here?” he said.

“Waiting for you. I always do, don’t I?”

“Yeah, but I’ve never had to stay this long
before. I must’ve set some kind of record. You should’ve gone on
without me.”

“I don’t like going home alone.”

Kids sometimes waited for Elyno after school.
They followed her home and teased her and called her names. If
Bommy walked with her they teased her anyway, but at least she had
company.

It didn’t used to be that way. When Elyno was
a little girl she was pretty, as pretty as Amalissa, and had lots
of friends, and no one ever teased her, except Bommy, who would
drop little pebbles on her head and fly spiders past her nose, but
only because he liked her. When he and his friends played in the
big wooden crate in Saem’s back yard – which was a space fighter
one day, a castle or time machine the next – she was their damsel
in distress, and she played the part to the hit, moaning and
wailing and begging to be rescued from whatever evil alien or
wicked warrior was menacing her at the moment. Bommy didn’t like
girls as a rule, but Elyno was different. She wasn’t afraid to get
dirty and she never got upset when Bommy said bad words in the heat
of battle.

And sometimes, when the playing was over and
he was alone in his room at night, he’d imagine the two of them all
grown up and married, off on some strange world fighting dragons or
vampires together.

But all that changed when Elyno turned eleven
and fell victim to the family curse.

And it was all her grandparents’ fault. Uro
and Gargia Telves were Kubbyds, people who could leave their
physical bodies and inhabit inanimate objects – an impractical
Talent in a mechanized age, until the Great Misunderstanding broke
out. The enemy employed War-Bots, superior to anything Celton’s
armed forces could throw against them. Electronic jamming had no
effect on them, but it was soon discovered that Kubbyds could
“possess” the bots’ control circuits and take control of the giant
machines, turning them against their creators.

Uro and Gargia were among those Kubbyds
drafted to fight in the war and gladly did their patriotic duty.
They left their physical bodies behind at an army hospital in
Binnsrukah, where Caretakers were supposed to tend them. But the
chief Caretaker was killed and her army assistants were
undertrained. They bathed the Kubbyd bodies in full-strength
potions and left them out in the sun too long and changed the
crystals around their necks every week instead of once a month, and
when the Kubbyds returned – worn out from the fighting and
desperate to get back into their real bodies – they found shells of
hardened flesh that resembled giant prunes, dark and waxy and
wrinkled and hideous to behold. The Kubbyds had exhausted all their
powers in the war, and had no choice but to reenter their old
bodies and live out the rest of their lives as best they could.

When Uro and Gargia returned to Keps they
wanted to start a family. They prayed their offspring would be
spared their curse, but Fronk was born with the same taint as his
parents. When Fronk grew up and married, he warned his wife, Nilla,
that they must never have children, but ten years later, despite
all precautions, Nilla had a baby. Elyno.

At first Elyno was as normal as any little
girl, but when she turned eleven she began to change, and soon she
looked like her father. Her parents took her to every Healer they
could find, even Melliata herself, head of the Guild, but to no
avail.

Unlike most of Elyno’s “friends,” Bommy
didn’t shun her after the change; she was still pretty on the
inside, and that’s what mattered. But he no longer thought of
marrying her. These days he dreamed of different things.

“I got a cramp in my hand from all that
writing,” Bommy said as they walked across the playground. “And one
in my butt too.”

“Serves you right,” Elyno said.

It was hard to see her mouth amid all the
wrinkles, but her voice was smiling. Whatever had made her gloomy
in class was gone now, like yesterday’s rain cloud.

“I guess I did a dumb thing, huh?” he
said.

“Yes.”

“Hey, you don’t have to agree with me.”

“You were dumb, there’s no two ways about it.
Whatever possessed you to do it?”

“I got bored. I wish Mister Cheeth would talk
about fun things.”

“But did you have to Lift her skirt?
What you see in that prissy little twerp is beyond me.”

“Why don’t you like her? What’s she ever done
to you?”

“Nothing. She’s never done anything to me –
never invited me to her parties, never let me play her games, never
talked to me for more than five seconds, except once when she
showed me her socks, and she only did that to lord it over me
because she can afford stuff like that and I can’t.”

“Hey, a popular girl like Amalissa can’t be
best friends with everyone. She doesn’t have the time.”

“I don’t want to be best friends. I just want
her to treat me like she treats everyone else. If she accepted me,
maybe the other girls would too.”

“Aw, you can’t blame her for every...”

“Would you quit defending her all the time?
Cripes, Bommy, she’s not some fair damsel in an ogre’s tower you
have to rescue day after day. Quit sticking up for her. She’s stuck
up enough as it is!”

“You’re just jealous,” Bommy said, and
instantly bit his tongue, trying to take the words back. Too
late.

“Why?” Elyno said sharply. “Why should I be
jealous? Because she’s popular and pretty and I’m not?”

“I didn’t mean it that way.”

“You think I envy her?”

“Heck no.”

“For your information, Bommy Giffitt, a
person can be pretty on the outside and ugly on the inside, and I’d
rather have my ugly on the outside, any day!”

She stomped off. Bommy started after her,
then thought better of it. Sometimes Elyno got in a mood, and it
was best to let her vent on her own.

He followed her at a safe distance, making
sure no one bothered her, and when she got to her house (slamming
the door as she went inside) he turned around and headed home.

He arrived just in time for supper. His dad
was making stew again, although you couldn’t tell by looking at him
– he was sitting on the couch, arms folded behind his head,
engrossed in the ovalball game on TV, but his left pinky finger was
twirling around and around, levitating the ladle in the kettle out
in the kitchen. Someday Bommy would be able to do his chores like
that, using magic instead of muscle, just like his dad.
Someday.

“Who’s winning?” Bommy said as he sat down
next to his dad.

“You’d know if you’d been home on time,” his
dad replied. “Where have you been?”

“Oh, around and about,” Bommy said breezily.
“You know, here and there, doing this and that.”

“Mister Cheeth kept you after class again,
didn’t he?”

“I was writing a story. Funny how time flies
when you’re doing something creative, isn’t it?”

His dad gave him a skeptical look. “A story?
For two and a half hours? What kind of story was it?”

“Oh, it had to do with glaciers. And ghosts.
It was a very good story.” He leaned forward and
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