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      To Dave: The best genie a girl could ask for.

      

      To Sammy: I know you like giving me gifts, but I really don’t want a snake skin, a dead grasshopper, and especially not a lizard tail. But I love you anyway.
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      A spark of electricity drifts past my field of vision. My tutor, Wesley, has a unique way of getting my attention. He waves his hand in front of my face and another spark collides with my desk. “Truly, Edmund. How do you expect to be accepted into Cambridge when you sit and daydream for half the day?”

      To say my tutor is electrifying is quite literal. “Turnabout is fair play. Why is it whenever I touch you, I get a spark?”

      “Because I am actually a genie.”

      I burst out laughing. “Of course, you are. Now what is the real reason?”

      “Fine. ’Tis my animal magnetism.”

      There is no doubt the ladies find Wesley quite handsome. But I know there is something deeper. Before our time together is over, I am determined to find out his secret.

      Wesley snaps his fingers and a tiny spark bounces off the table. “Edmund, now answer my question.”

      I decide for the moment I shall let my own questions about Wesley’s mysterious powers linger, even though I have my suspicions that he must be a magician by night. Instead, I play my self-proclaimed role of difficult pupil. “If you would teach me something more inspiring than ancient Greek and Latin, I might be more engaged.”

      “Edmund, classics are the normal course of study.”

      I return to my book. ‘Tis not Wesley’s fault that the college language books are sleep-inducing. “I know you only have the best intentions.”

      He gives me a smile and commands my attention with a gripping stare. I feel a tingling sensation at the back of my neck before Wesley breaks eye contact. “Precisely.  You are a brilliant student when you apply yourself.  Which brings me to something I have been meaning to ask. Why are you so eager to attend Cambridge? Oxford is the older and more highly regarded institution.”

      “Your opinion will have no sway with my father. He is an alumnus of Cambridge, and as his son, I must follow in his footsteps.”

      Wesley juts out his chin. “I am quite accomplished at the powers of persuasion.”

      “Indeed, you are. No one else could convince me to try eating a quince but you.”

      He laughs heartily. “Truth be told, I actually had another establishment in mind entirely. A highly specialized college that your talents would fit quite nicely.”

      A lump forms in my throat. “Are you breaking the news that my skills are not up to snuff to attend my father’s alma mater? Does the academy you speak of take lackluster students like me?”

      Wesley’s smile fades and he turns serious. “I will not lie to you, Edmund. If your father had not attended Cambridge, your chances of acceptance would be questionable. I certainly will give you a glowing letter of recommendation. As I attended the college as well, it might hold some sway. But it might also hinder your chances. After a year at Cambridge I transferred to the Academy and never regretted it. I just believe my alma mater’s emphasis on arts and sciences would be a better fit for your talents.”

      “Talents? I do not think I possess any.”

      He gives me a weak smile. “Actually, you do. But your skills do not fit into standard academia any more than mine did. The skills that are hidden inside you will be revealed through the lessons at the academy I attended.”

      I indulge a moment of passing fancy in considering Wesley’s suggestions. An enormous weight would be lifted off my shoulders not to have the pressure of attending Cambridge. But hope flees like a spark. “Wesley, you know my father will accept nothing less than Cambridge.”

      He nods and moves back to our lesson. “’Twas just an idea. Now turn to page fifty-three.”

      As I open my Latin book yet again, I find myself numbly scanning the pages. Do I really possess hidden talents? There is no question in my mind Wesley does. My logical mind finds it hard to believe the abilities he is talking about have anything to do with real magic. Yet, ever since I first met Wesley, I knew he was not like the rest of us. He is charming and radiates a certain magnetism to be sure. One thing is for certain I have none of his qualities.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      My father stares at me from the far end of the dinner table. “So, are you finalizing your studies with your tutor, my son? His services will be terminated before the end of the week.”

      An overwhelming feeling of sadness hits me. I have purposely been avoiding the calendar. Wesley has been my tutor since I was fifteen. I think of him as a friend as much as my instructor.

      Father continues, “The acceptance letter from Cambridge should be arriving in the post any day now. The first term begins in just a few weeks.”

      I push a half-eaten quail around on my dinner plate, my appetite waning more and more every second. “Wesley says my grades have been excellent,” I lie. “I am hopeful I will be accepted.”

      Father slams his fork down causing his quail carcass to jettison off his plate. “Hopeful? There is no such thing. Either you get into the university or you are out on the street.”

      My gut churns knowing the later fate is more likely my future. “I have always understood your position on my future, Father.”

      My mother and sister cut delicate pieces of the quail, conspicuously ignoring our altercation. The desire for me to attend Cambridge has become a far too regular theme in the conversations between myself and my father.

      Mother sets down her fork with the precision of someone who excelled in their etiquette classes. “Did you see the statuary the Smith-Hortons placed in front of their gate house? A trifle garish for the township, do not you think?”

      My father is all business and my mother is all decoration. How I long for more stimulating conversations than my father’s gripes about being a magistrate, and my mother’s put downs of our neighbors.

      Father nods. “Yes, my dear, the stone lions are quite oversized for the pedestals.”

      Maybe the school Wesley attended will have a more interesting mix of people. Here in Kensington-Upon-Thames, people have such a narrow vision of the world beyond the township boarders. My friends at Eaton are a fun lot, but they have a similarly narrow view.

      Wesley has done wonders for opening my eyes to life’s possibilities. But even if I wanted to attend his academy, my father would never allow it.

      My sister’s delicate features stiffen, and she straightens her slim shoulders preparing to take advantage of the break in the conversation. “Daddy, Georgie would like to call tomorrow evening if that is amenable to you.”

      Georgie is my sister’s nickname for her future husband, George Randolph Partridge. He is the fourth son of the Duke of Somerset thus making it a very advantageous marriage. Good thing he is the fourth son as our family is not in high enough standing for my sister to become a duchess.

      Father puffs out his chest. “Why it would be a pleasure to converse with him again. We can partake of the cigars I just received from Cuba.”

      Mother’s gaze moves toward me. “Edmund, when are you going to find an appropriate lady and settle down?”

      “Mother, I have only just turned eighteen. Remember, ’tis not even legal for me to marry until I am twenty-one.”

      Her nose tilts a trifle up toward the ceiling. “Precisely. You are getting a very late start. It will take at least a year or more to find the appropriate match. Then of course you will need to complete the obligatory two-year courting period.”

      Perhaps attending an obscure school will reduce my desirability. The last thing I want to be is married. Courting seems like more work than my university studies.

      The butler sweeps the plates away and prepares for the next course.

      Mother takes a sip of her wine and continues, “As the son of the family, you are expected to marry well, Edmund.” She turns to my sister. “Katherine has the good sense to procure an extremely suitable companion.”

      “Mother, she is two years older than I. She has had more time.”

      Katherine covers her mouth with her napkin to stifle a laugh. She clears her throat. “Mummy, you know Edmund is shy, and he has been consumed by his studies.”

      My sister and I may only be two years apart, but we are quite different people. Still, we made a pact to always form an alliance when it comes to dealing with our parents and their expectations.

      Father’s raging sweet tooth also proves a useful distraction. He leans forward in his chair eagerly awaiting the dessert course and stares at the door waiting for signs of the butler’s return. He ignores my mother’s irritation at Katherine’s somewhat obstinate reply.

      Mother purses her lips in irritation. “Those facts are quite irrelevant, Katherine.” She turns back to me. “Edmund, as you will not take the initiative, I will find several appropriate girls for you to choose from. Lady Cornelia has a wonderful daughter.”

      I groan inwardly. Lady Cornelia’s daughter would be my worst nightmare. She twitters like a bird every time we encounter each other. And the bird-like resemblance does not end there. With her long neck and legs, my sister and I have given her the nickname of Chatty Crane.

      Before I come up with an appropriate retort for my mother, the dining room door opens. Instead of the butler arriving with our dessert, the head footman steps into the room. He practically sprints through the door carrying a small silver tray with two letters resting on the bottom.

      He bends slightly and presents the tray to my father. “Sir, these arrived in the late post. When I recognized the Cambridge crest, I thought you would want to read them immediately.”

      Father waves the footman away and turns toward me expectantly. “Jolly good, Edmund. The acceptance letter arrived earlier than expected. ’Tis a very good sign.”

      Not wanting to waste time summoning the footman back for the forgotten letter opener, Father breaks decorum and uses his butter knife to open the envelope.

      I bite my lip waiting for him to read the letter.

      With a great flourish, he pulls the letter out and begins to read. “We have reviewed Edmund’s exemplary letters of recommendation and the scores from his tutor and are very impressed.”

      Father beams and reads on. “Unfortunately, the class of eighteen-ninety is completely full. We hope your son will reapply early next year, and we are very confident he will be accepted. Sincerely, Headmaster Jones-Smyth, Dean of Cambridge.”

      Father pounds his fists on the table causing the prisms of the candelabra to click together. “This how they treat my son?”

      Mother’s eyes grow wide as Father’s ample cheeks turn bright red. “Now dearest, it is not a rejection just a postponement.”

      “Postponement? After the large donation I gave them? This is an insult.” He tosses the letter across the room and it lands in one of the palm trees. “Some duke or earl’s son has stolen my sons place.”

      Part of me is relieved. I did not have much faith I could compete with the level of students who attend Cambridge despite Wesley’s reassurances. Yet, I slump in my chair knowing that Father is not going to allow me to sit idle for a whole year.

      Seeing the color draining from my face, Katherine once again comes to my defense. “Papa, it is just one more year.” Then she points the other envelope. “Are you not going to open the other letter?”

      Father reluctantly picks up the envelope with an equally impressive crest. “Very well, my daughter. Only because you request it.”

      He scans the crest and then opens the envelope with little enthusiasm.

      

      Dear Mister Sansby,

      It is our pleasure to inform you that your son has been accepted into The Academy of Ancient Arts and Science. As you may know, his tutor is an alumnus of our venerable institution and submitted your son’s qualifications which were exemplary. Please tell your son to come to the address listed below bright an early tomorrow morning.

      Sincerely,

      Headmaster Tahan

      313 Sanbourgh Heath Place

      

      Father passes the letter to Mother. “My dearest, did you know that our son’s tutor sent an application to another university?”

      She carefully examines the crest and the letter as if it is laced with poison. “Absolutely not.” She passes the letter on to me. “What is the meaning of this, Edmund? You know your father had his heart set on you attending his alma mater.”

      On the one hand, I am furious at Wesley for going behind my back and submitting my name to the Academy. On the other I am grateful I will have a place to go. I take in the impressive crest depicting a pyramid with a giant eye hovering over the top. My mother gazes off into the distance, already making plans in her head for my year. It would be filled with an endless lineup of future wife candidates.

      “Father, would you possibly consider letting me attend the academy while I wait for my invitation to attend Cambridge? I would hate to sit idle. Besides it is Wesley’s alma mater, and you were always very impressed with his skills.”

      “It is out of the question.” The sounds of chair legs screeching on hardwood fills the air. “I told you Cambridge or the street, and I meant it.”

      Pure rage wells up inside me. How dare he dictate what my life should be. I cannot endure a year of introductions to a litany of possible wives hand-picked by my mother. Pushing back my chair, I race for the door, but Father blocks my exit. “And where do you think you are going?”

      “To collect my things.” I stand my ground and face him. “I will leave for the academy presently.”

      He stands dumbfounded. I have never talked back to him before. “Son, I will not tolerate insubordination.”

      I brush past him, then turn to face my mother and sister. “I will miss you both.” Walking toward the staircase, I stop dead. Father will never let me go unless I leave now. As I race toward the front door, the butler reaches out his arm and stops me.  “Sir, are you leaving? ’Tis a chilly night, let me fetch your overcoat.”

      With lightning speed, he retrieves my overcoat and bowler hat. A shiver runs down my back knowing these are the only things I will take with me. The butler holds open the front door as my father’s distinctive footsteps thunder down the hall. My boots freeze in place. Can I really walk out the door?

      A cold gust hits my face. I pull the coat collar up over my neck and look back.

      My father yells after me. “If you leave, you can never return.”

      Katherine’s face is streaked with tears. My mother stands next to her in total disbelief.

      Donning my bowler hat, I give them a weak smile. There is no love loss between my father and me. He has been like a lead weight around my neck almost since birth. It is impossible to live up to his expectations. My mother followed my father’s lead and never stood up for me. Only Katherine has been what a family member should be. As a good sister and the eldest, she defended me at much personal cost. There will be an empty place in my heart leaving her behind. A tear grazes my cheek as I turn my back on Katherine. 

               Exiting out the front door, a blast of wind pierces right through me. I can only hope the miserable weather does not foretell my fate. I shake off the feeling of dread as my feet regain their strength. Without a second thought as to what the future may hold, I dash out to face my new life.
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      Wesley stands next to me as we survey his alma mater. The formidable four-story brick structure resembles a cross between a regal mansion and a regional post office. Part of me cannot help but wonder if Wesley is putting me on. How could there possibly be a school to train people to become genies? The whole notion is preposterous. Yet, on the journey to the academy, Wesley employed the full force of his impressive persuasive powers and managed to convince me.

      The invitation to attend the academy best be real as the impact on my life is no trivial matter. I stare up at the two crescent-shaped dormers on the fourth floor that give the building the appearance of frowning down at a person from on high. The expression matches my mood. I have risked everything to attend The Academy of Ancient Arts and Science. The second I walked out the door of my ancestral home, I ostensibly threw my old life away.

      My first hint that I might indeed be entering the world of magic is the fact that the academy sits proudly on a street that does not exist. After three attempts at scouring several detailed maps of London, there was no Sansborough Heath Road to be found. I give Weasley a weak smile knowing the repercussions for disobeying my father will ripple through my life forever. “So, this is the academy you have been touting the entire journey?”

      He nods as if he can read my thoughts and looks longingly at the top floor. “Indeed, it is. You will not regret going against your father. I have many wonderful memories of my years inside those walls.”

      I take in a deep breath. “Years?”

      “Why of course. Did you think learning to become a genie is a quick process? There are a multitude of rules and procedures to learn.”

      If I am honest about my total lack of magical or other talents, I doubt I will last more than a week or two. Glancing at Wesley’s smiling face, I tell myself I must trust his conviction that I actually possess some hidden magical capabilities. I give him a crooked smile. “I was under the impression that I would simply walk through the doors and magically transform into a genie.”

      Wesley’s hearty laugh fills the air, causing a student with jet black hair student to stop and stare before ascending down the grand limestone staircase to the front door of the academy.

      He holds onto his ribcage to catch his breath. “You are such an impatient soul, Edmund. Trust me, it will be the most profound and enriching experience of your life.”

      “I am sorry to jest Wesley, but the whole experience has been a tad hard to grasp. I never could decide on a profession, let alone consider one as a genie,”

      Wesley holds out his hand. “Good luck, Edmund. Go on in and make me proud to have been your tutor.”

      I fall in line behind a striking red-headed girl wearing an equally striking emerald green dress. Wesley did not inform me that women could become genies. My attitude about the academy brightens considerably.

      The girl abruptly stops in the middle of the brick pathway, and I almost knock her over. I grab her arm to steady her, and she leans back against me. Her hair smells like I have stumbled into a rose garden.

      Two students stop on the front steps, frowning at the sight of such public intimacy, and I awkwardly step away from her. “Pardon me. Are you hurt?”

      Her musical laugh springs from her mouth like a song, and she holds out her hand. “My name is Briana, ’Tis a pleasure to meet you.”

      Her thick Irish lit is as musical as her laugh. “I am, Edmund. Pleasure to make your acquaintance even under these circumstances.”

      “Sorry, I am clumsy when I am nervous. Can you believe we have been selected to attend the Genie Academy?”

      I share her disbelief. The whole experience feels like a dream. “I keep wondering when I will awaken and be shuttled back to my boring life.”

      Her musical laugh erupts again. “You speak the truth. I was attending a boarding school in Dublin when one of my instructors handed me an envelope with the most unusual coat of arms, a pyramid with an eyeball hanging over the top.”

      “Yes, I received the same letter. I thought it was a prank put on by my friends
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