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On an overcast Saturday morning that hinted winter was imminent, Lois Collins drove her deceased brother’s teenage son, Matt Collins, from the juvenile ward of the Worthy Psychiatric Hospital through the outskirts of Fort Worth along Highway 20 towards her condo beyond the southeast corner of the city. 

“I’m happy you are well enough to come home,” she said. “I worried that the orderlies had hurt you when they took you to the hospital, but you were fighting like a madman, and you kept yelling that you were a powerful wizard who could destroy them all. They had to restrain you, Matt. I am so sorry, but I blame that O’Malley man at the magic club for all this. He claimed you vanished from the stage in a puff of purple smoke and a flash of yellow light. The man has no shame. He’ll do anything for publicity. Why you ever....”

Lois had not stopped her nervous monolog since they got into the car, but Matt didn’t interrupt or contradict her. Instead he sighed, settled into the passenger seat of the Ford Escape Hybrid, and modulated most of what his aunt said into a comforting drone.

Matt casually concealed in one hand the mysterious crystal from Kotimaa that the wicked, but not completely evil, wizard, Crius, had hidden in Matt’s hospital suitcase. Matt knew his garrulous aunt would never notice what he furtively palmed. He might be only fifteen-years old, but Matt was a professional when it came to sleight-of-hand and legerdemain.

No larger than Matt’s thumb, the crystal had a note taped to it. He separated the note from the crystal, secured the crystal into his shirt pocket, and examined the contents of Crius’s note. It was brief. Using a stage magician’s favorite tool, misdirection, Matt chewed at a hangnail on his index finger while re-reading the brief message: 

Matt, you are doing it all wrong — Crius. 

Doing what all wrong? Matt folded the note and hid it in his shirt pocket with the crystal. Surely there must be more to the message.

Not that Matt trusted Crius. Why should he? Without asking Matt’s permission, the old wizard had already swapped bodies with Matt twice. Twice! 

The fact that Matt was now back in his own body in his own world seemed more serendipitous than part of any master plan by the Silver Wizard. But instead of apologizing for placing Matt in extreme danger, Crius’s note now claimed that Matt was doing everything wrong as if Matt had any choices in the matter. The wizard’s arrogance infuriated Matt, and he bit down on his hangnail, leaving a ragged, painful edge.

Meanwhile, Aunt Lois babbled about Matt starting college in the spring. Fortunately, she hadn’t mentioned any follow-up appointments with a psychiatrist, not yet, but Matt expected that she would broach the topic soon. Twice-a-week sessions were what the hospital had recommended when they released him.

Matt took a deep breath of freedom and exhaled ambivalence. For the moment, he was no longer confined to a psychiatric ward. He supposed he shouldn’t complain, not out loud. After all, Crius, in Matt’s body, had endured most of the hospital stay while Matt in Crius’s aged body had roamed Kotimaa, an alternate, medieval world of princesses, knights, knaves, and magic. 

Sure, some people had tried to kill Matt in that magical place, mostly folks who had a grievance against Crius, but Matt had also made friends in Kotimaa. Good friends. And that was better than anything Matt had done in this modern world since his father had died more than a year ago leaving Aunt Lois as his guardian.

Matt pulled down the sun visor and examined his face in the vanity mirror. The face was gaunt and pale, but otherwise unmarked except by the first tint of age. Was this what Matt would look like in his thirties, thin and drawn? During the second body swap, he had spent six weeks in Kotimaa as Crius. Aunt Lois hadn’t seemed to notice, but the possession by Crius had aged Matt’s fifteen-year-old body enough that a few gray streaks accented his black hair, and tiny wrinkles extended from the corners of his eyes. 

Given time, a month or so, those aging effects from the wizard’s possession would reverse now that Matt was back in his own body. Given time.... 

The next time they swapped souls, if there were a next time, Matt would be better prepared. However, if he exchanged bodies with Crius again, it would not be because Crius forced it. Crius’s older brother, Alaric, had promised Matt control over additional swaps. Any future exchanges could only happen if Matt were willing to make the swap, not because Crius kidnapped his body ... and Matt had no intention of ever leaving his body or his home again.

Matt, you are doing it all wrong. 

What did Crius mean? What had Matt done wrong? 

He had survived two adventures in the body of Crius the Silver Wizard. Surviving was doing something right. Despite having no wizarding skills, Matt’s knowledge of stage magic illusions and sleight-of-hand tricks had helped him survive attacks by the powerful wizard Sobieslaw, an evil, warrior wizard who was determined to destroy Crius and conquer Kotimaa. 

But now, the Kotimaa crystal from the Enchanted Valley confused the issue. The crystal was completely out of place in this world. How had Crius transferred the crystal from Kotimaa into Matt’s world? 

Matt had believed that nothing solid, nothing of physical substance could transfer from one world to the other. Only insubstantial things like souls and personalities could be exchanged, and even that ethereal swap, according to Alaric, required a tremendous expenditure of magic because it was between two worlds. Was this crystal an exception?

As if they encountered a misty barrier, all the window glass of the Escape suddenly fogged over. Late autumn in north Texas could bring fast-moving northers that unexpectedly condensed moisture on car windows. 

Without stopping her monolog or slowing the car, Aunt Lois swiped clear a small patch of glass above the steering wheel. She turned up the car heater and switched on the defroster. Matt flipped his sun visor out of the way and wiped at the windshield on his side.

He studied his Aunt Lois’s expression and felt a sudden sympathy for her plight. Of course, she was nervous and distraught. She was taking her crazy nephew back to her home after his second breakdown of the year, and she had not the least idea how to communicate with a sane teenage boy, much less one who claimed to be a wizard. 

Who did? 

While the defroster cleared the window, she leaned forward, watched the road too intently, and continued her rambling speech.

“... maybe enroll at TCC or UT Arlington in the spring, then you could live at home,” Aunt Lois said. “You already have so many advanced placement credits, you wouldn’t even be a semester behind. We can get you a car. Used, of course. Your trust fund has limits, and new is too expensive. You can take Driver’s Ed and get a minor’s restricted driver license when you turn sixteen next spring. Taking the bus to the community college would be even better. No car insurance or maintenance. Your student ID acts as a bus pass, and there’s a bus stop just a block from the condo. The southeast campus is not far from our condo. Lots of kids commute to college. You can always transfer to Rice or UT Austin the next fall. Both promised to hold your place and scholarship. You just have to choose which one you want. Anyway, I’d feel better if you were a little older before you left home.”

Matt missed most of what she said except for the driving a car to school part, that would be very cool. Still....

“I’m only fifteen, Aunt Lois,” Matt said. “The world won’t fall apart if I don’t start college until next fall.” 

Not this world anyway. 

“Yes, Sweetie,” she said as if to brush aside his comment, “But you need to stay busy, and I don’t think your obsession with magic has been healthy for you. Too much time alone practicing tricks in your room. You’re like a hermit. You need to get out and make friends. Going to school is a good way to do that.”

“Stage magic is my hobby,” Matt said. “It’s all illusion, not real magic.”

She glanced sharply at him, concern written on her face. 

Crius had been arrogant and violent while inhabiting Matt’s body. Unfortunately, the wicked wizard had continued to insist to Aunt Lois and the doctors that he was a powerful wizard from another world even after she committed him to the psychiatric ward. 

No wonder Lois thought that Matt was crazy. No one would believe that a wicked wizard from another world could take over Matt’s body. Matt had trouble believing that himself.

Matt resolved to be more careful with everything he said. She might put him back in the psychiatric ward. 

After the hospital had sedated Crius and given him time to calm down, the old wizard must have concluded that hospital confinement was an opportunity to meditate. Or perhaps the wizard had some devious reason for the way he acted and wanted to be locked up so that he could study and plan quietly. That was fine for Crius who had no other apparent goal while in this world except to escape from his evil enemy, Sobieslaw. However, Matt had no desire to give his aunt any cause to return him to confinement now that he was back in his own body again.

“I know the difference between what’s real and what isn’t,” he said. “I promise I do.”

She nodded slowly and bit her lower lip. Well, he had told the truth. He had learned the difference between the realities of this world and the realities of magic in Kotimaa the hard way, but he hoped that she would interpret his words in a way that soothed her worries.

Just before noon, Aunt Lois opened the garage door of her condo with the remote control. Through a swirl of brown autumn leaves she drove up the short driveway and parked her car in the garage among a clutter of stacked boxes and bags of clothes waiting to be donated. 

The one car garage wasn’t large, but neither was the attached condo with only a bath and a half plus two bedrooms at the rear. The living room and kitchen were located in front adjacent to the garage.  Aunt Lois led the way through the garage entrance into the condo. She plopped her purse on the kitchen counter and opened the refrigerator for a quick audit.

Matt carried his suitcase through the kitchen and down the hall to his bedroom. Leaving the bedroom door open, he placed his suitcase in front of the mirrored closet door and flopped onto his bed. The room looked familiar but felt strangely distant. Even though the room odor resembled stale vanilla, it still smelled like home. 

The thing that had changed the most during Matt’s absence was Matt, not the room. 

However, he did look forward to sleeping in his own bed again. Medieval beds aren’t all that comfortable especially when you are wearing a wizened wizard’s bony body.

Almost hidden on the far side of the bed, a tall, bulky cardboard box rested against the wall beneath the room’s only window. The shipping label indicated the package came from Wizards’ Wizdom Magic Shop. The package must have been delivered while Matt was in the hospital, but he knew what was inside, a professional quality Bryce’s screen that he had ordered just before his second unexpected journey to Kotimaa. 

When he had placed that order, the direction of his life had seemed quite different. Now he wasn’t sure that his life had any direction at all. He sighed. He needed to stand back, re-evaluate, and find a purpose. 

Still, he loved stage magic and looked forward to opening the box.

From the size and shape of the packaging, the enclosed Bryce’s screen required assembly. Matt hoped that the two screwdrivers he had in his desk drawer would be sufficient. Aunt Lois did not keep an adequate selection of hand tools in the garage.

Should he open it now? Probably not. Too soon to express interest in more stage illusions. Aunt Lois didn’t need to be reminded of Matt’s devotion to stage magic, not so soon after Crius’s claims of being a real wizard had gotten Matt’s body confined to a psychiatric ward.

“I’m too tired to make lunch,” Aunt Lois yelled from the kitchen. “How about a pizza? Lots of peperoni and extra cheese? I’m calling in the order now.”

“Yes, Ma’am,” Matt answered with enthusiasm. “That would be great.”

Pizza. Yes, pizza. No one in Kotimaa had ever heard of pizza. Alaric would probably turn up his nose at the spices, but Basil would love pizza. What would Kaylyn think of pizza?

“Okay, Matt, the order is in.” Aunt Lois came down the hall and stuck her head into Matt’s room. “I’m also making a quick run to the supermarket. I’ll pick up the pizza on the way home. I shouldn’t be gone more than thirty minutes. Is there anything you need me to get while I’m out?”

Matt propped himself up on his elbows. “No, Ma’am. I’m fine.” 

“Are you sure? The supermarket has Praline Pecan Ice Cream on sale. Your favorite.”

Pizza and Praline Pecan. Matt almost teared up. Stupid. Stupid. Why would pizza and Praline Pecan make him tearful? Normality? Surely, he had not missed normality that much.

“Praline Pecan sounds wonderful, Aunt Lois.” His voice caught in his throat. “Really great.” 

“Things will get better,” Aunt Lois said. “I promise. Get unpacked while I’m gone. Love you.”

“I love you too, Aunt Lois. I’m sorry I’ve been so much trouble.”

Lois forced a smile, exhaled, and started down the hall. When Matt heard the garage door close, he scrunched a pillow, rolled onto his back, and stared at the ceiling. He was safe. He was home. He should feel happier. 

Why wasn’t he happier?

§§

Extending his arm, Matt tried to sweep away the darkness as if it were a tangible veil. 

“Who is there?” he asked. “I can’t see your face.”

“Me,” an ancient, almost familiar, voice answered. “Were you expecting someone else?”

The voice did not sound like Alaric or Basil or anyone that Matt knew in Kotimaa. Although Matt had swapped bodies with Crius twice, he had never heard Crius’s voice from outside of Crius’s body. Still, it must be Crius. Who else could it be?

Matt had a sudden fear that Crius had come to swap bodies again, but this was not the way it had happened before. No conversation had preceded or followed the exchange, just a sudden swirl of purple smoke followed by a yellow flash. If only he could see the face behind the voice.

“Are you Crius? Where am I? I can’t see you. Who do you look like?”

A lighted mirror appeared, floating a few feet from his face. The mirror glowed but reflected no image.

“No surprises here, Matt. I look just like you.” 

§§

Matt sat up on his bed. He was alone in his room. He rubbed his eyes. He had fallen asleep and dreamed ... of what?

The garage door closed. Kitchen noises followed.

“Matt,” Aunt Lois called. “Set out some plates and napkins while I put the groceries away. We don’t want the pizza to get cold.”

“Yes, ma’am.” 

Matt rolled from the bed to his feet and started for the kitchen. He rubbed at his eyes, determined not to let Aunt Lois see his lingering confusion over the dream. 

Halfway down the hall, he hesitated, suddenly doubting himself. Had Crius visited him in a dream? Perhaps Matt wasn’t recognizing reality as well as he believed, but then no one had any real control over their dreams. Did they?

Matt retrieved two plates from the cupboard and positioned them at their usual spots across from each other on the small dining table. He unfolded two cloth napkins from the stack on the table—Aunt Lois did not like paper napkins—and placed them next to the plates.

The smell of fresh pizza was phenomenal, simultaneously a treasured memory and an exciting promise. 

Drinks?

He got two glasses from the cupboard, squeezed past Aunt Lois, who was rinsing off tomatoes in the sink, and filled the glasses with ice from the refrigerator’s ice dispenser. 

“Tea, lemonade, or water?” he asked his aunt.

“I didn’t make tea, and the supermarket was out of lemonade mix.” She closed the cupboard door Matt had left open and transferred the pizza box from the kitchen counter to the table. “So water for us both.”

Matt topped off the glasses with tap water. By the time, he returned to the table, his aunt had opened the pizza box and stacked two slices of pie onto her plate. Pepperoni. Real pepperoni and melted cheese. After he off-loaded the water glasses and sat, she seized his hand.

“Matt, sweetie, I worried so much when you disappeared for almost two months last summer and again when you were in the hospital these past six weeks, I ... well ... anyway, Andy got me started doing this. It makes me feel better. I like to say a blessing before meals.”

“Okay, Aunt Lois.”

She squeezed his hand and bowed her head. “Bless this food to our needs, and thank you for bringing Matt home to me. Amen.”

Aunt Lois looked up and smiled. She nodded at the pizza.

Matt returned the smile and took a slice. Up close, the pizza smelled even more delicious. He folded the slice to be sure nothing dripped off the side.

“Who is Andy?” Matt asked after he took a bite.

“Don’t you remember Andy? Andrew Segrist?”

Matt shrugged and rearranged some of the pepperoni inside his folded pizza slice. Was this someone new, an actual boyfriend? Aunt Lois seldom dated any guy more than once or twice. Very peculiar because she was sweet and quite pretty for someone her age. What was she now, thirty-two or thirty-three? No gray in her hair, but Matt suspected she used an auburn rinse.

“I don’t believe I met him,” Matt said.

“Of course you did. With everything that was going on, you probably don’t remember. The end of August or first part of September just before your breakdown and hospitalization, Andy visited. You had just registered at TCU, but we’ve missed that window now. Anyway, I probably introduced him as Dr. Segrist because I didn’t know him very well back then. He is a psychiatrist. I invited him to our house to talk with you concerning college registration ... and other stuff that might be too stressful for you because ... well, you remember how you disappeared for two months in the summer and would never say where or why. Andy turned out to be a very nice man. He was married before but got divorced two years ago. He’s taking me to dinner tonight, Matt. I’m sure you’ll recognize him when you see him. I hope you will like him.”

“Oh yeah, of course I remember him now.” Matt bit into the pizza to keep from biting his tongue. 

Segrist was the psychiatrist who pretended to be a college scholarship counselor to get Matt to talk with him. Segrist was also the doctor’s name on Matt’s commitment papers.

Matt’s stomach churned. He had the anxious feeling that he would need more than one serving of Praline Pecan Ice Cream to get him through the remainder of the day.

§§

By Monday morning, the half-gallon of Praline Pecan was gone, and Aunt Lois had returned to her job as an accountant with a large CPA firm in downtown Fort Worth. Matt puttered around the condo trying to decide whether to take a long walk in the neighborhood or finish reading a science fiction novel he had started last spring before the first soul swap. 

Last spring felt like years ago, but he eventually decided that reading was a better distraction than walking even if he had to start over with chapter one. Then he discovered that his e-reader was completely discharged. He plugged it in and sighed. It was an older e-reader, and wouldn’t even boot up without an hour or more of charging.

He resolved that a few laps around the neighborhood would work off his frustration. He walked a lot in Kotimaa as Crius, but his own body hadn’t got much exercise recently. He put on athletic socks and got out his walking shoes. The boots were stiff and uncomfortably tight. Had they gotten wet? Would they loosen—?

The doorbell rang. 

Matt was not expecting a visitor, certainly not Dr. Segrist after Matt lost his temper when the good doctor brought Aunt Lois home at 3:00 AM Sunday morning. Matt kicked aside his shoes and ran for the door in his socks when the bell sounded for the third time.

When Matt opened the door, Thomas O’Malley grinned up at Matt.

“Hi, Kid. I was hoping you’d be home. I heard they let you out of the loony bin. How ya feeling?”

“Come in, Mr. O’Malley. It’s good to see you.”

As was his custom, the short, stocky owner of O’Malley’s Masters of Magic Theater sucked on an unlit cigar. He wore brown suit pants, a white short-sleeve shirt and a brown tie. He stowed the cigar in his shirt pocket and shook Matt’s hand. Despite the lack of recent rain or mud, O’Malley wiped his slip-on shoes on the welcome mat and kicked aside a few misplaced leaves before following Matt into the living room.

“Nice place,” O’Malley said while he stroked his hair into place around his male-pattern bald spot. He settled into the chair Matt indicated. 

“Thanks,” Matt said, “but all the credit goes to my Aunt Lois. She keeps it nice. I’m a slob. Can I get you something to drink?”

“No, thanks. I was just in the neighborhood. Thought I would drop by and check up on you. You weren’t your old self when I visited you in the hospital.”

“You visited me in the hospital? I don’t remember that.”

“Yeah, they told me you might not. I figured they was gonna zap your brain with electric therapy shockers, but the nurse said you was having problems with multiplying personalities. Both times I visited, you insisted you was a powerful wizard but otherwise didn’t talk much.”

Matt agreed with the assessment. “My official diagnosis was DID, Dissociative Identity Disorder. They suggested my parents’ deaths traumatized me and caused me to find a way to avoid bad memories.”

“When you told me you was a wizard, I asked you to show me some wizard stuff, but you said your magic doesn’t work properly in this world. Kinda spooky, Kid. I thought you had forgot your slight-of-hand routines, or maybe you was hyped up on drugs. You know I don’t approve of drugs.”

“You were talking to Crius, not me. Honestly, Mr. O’Malley, I don’t take drugs.”

“You took some funny pills while I was visiting, Kid. Prescription or not, they is still drugs.”

“Probably tranquilizers. Apparently, Crius was pretty upset over being locked up when they first brought him in. They tell me tranquilizers calmed him down quickly.”

“I am confused, Kid. Who is this Crius? Is he one of your multiplication personalities?”

“Crius Brenton, the Silver Wizard. He’s the evil—well not completely evil, just wicked—he is the wizard from Kotimaa who took over my body. That’s who you visited. That’s why I don’t remember any of it.”

“You weren’t in your body? Where were you? Cause even though you talked crazy, it sure looked like you.”

“I was someplace else, a long way off. They told you multiple personalities, Mr. O’Malley, but there was only one person in my body at a time. So, yeah, I guess multiple personalities is as good a description as the doctors here can give, but I came back to myself about a week ago. Crius is gone. I didn’t let the nurses know, but I stopped taking the tranquilizers they were giving to Crius. Small pills, they were easy to palm. Besides, the treatment technique for DID is to talk the patient out of being multiple people, not drug the extra personality away. My first counselling session outside the hospital is Tuesday afternoon with Dr. Segrist. Gee, that’s tomorrow already.”

“Palmed the pills, huh. You were always great with the close-up magic. Honestly, Kid, I ain’t never seen no one, on or off stage, better at sleight of hand, but it wouldn’t hurt you to become a better talker with a smoother spiel. Pizzazz, you know?”

“Thanks, Mr. O’Malley. I’m a little out of practice, but we’ll see how it goes.” 

Matt flexed his fingers. How long had it been since he tried a simple coin roll across his knuckles? Can the body remember a skill when the mind goes fuzzy?

O’Malley interlaced his pudgy fingers and rested them across his potbelly. “If you want to try a comeback, you know I’ll find a place for you on the billboard, but...”

“But you prefer larger illusions over close-up magic. Well, good news then. I haven’t opened the package yet, but I bought a Bryce’s screen. After I assemble it, I’m going to work on some variations of the usual uses. Making Santa appear for a Christmas program is high on my list just to practice with the screen and discover its limits. You’d make a pretty good Santa, Mr. O’Malley. All you need is a red suit and a white fake beard and wig.”

“I got magic acts to introduce, Kid. I don’t have time to hide inside a Bryce’s screen.”

“It could be an entertaining way to bring you on stage to introduce the first act. Imagine appearing out of nowhere.”

“Speaking of out of nowhere....” O’Malley raised an eyebrow.

“Mr. O’Malley, please don’t go there.”

“How did you do it, Kid? I seen lots of disappearing acts, but I was watching close, you know, to give you a critique when you came off stage. You disappeared into thin air in front of a live audience and TV camera with no props except a swirl of purple smoke and a flash of yellow light. Unfortunately, the TV camera blew out when you disappeared, otherwise I would have slowed down the recording and watched video until I figured out your trick. Come on, Matt. Tell me how you did it.”

“I didn’t do it, Mr. O’Malley. The wizard Crius did it when he took over my body, and right now, he isn’t here to reveal his secret. That’s the honest truth.”

O’Malley regarded Matt for a long while. With a sad smile, he stood and said, “Rest up, Kid. I’m glad to see you doing better. I’ve got to be going, now. Things to see. Places to do. People to go. You take care, hear?”
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Tuesday morning, the lady at the community college computer terminal handed Matt a printout. 

“I see you registered online, but here is a printout for your courses, Mr. Collins. Note the room changes. Statistics thirteen-forty-two section seven meets at 8:00 AM and Comparative Government twenty-three-eleven section twelve meets at 11:00. You’re ready to go. Remember, these are five weeks of intensive study. Each class meets two hours per day, Monday through Thursday. Major exams, the final, and labs, if any, are given only on Fridays. That’s a full academic load. Don’t fall behind. You can get your textbooks at the college bookstore. The statistics course also requires a graphing calculator. The book store can tell you which one the instructor recommends. You should go to the online syllabi to see whether either of your courses has an assignment due at the first meeting. The website addresses for your classes are on the printout. You can also access online tutorials and supplementary e-books from the same home pages. In case you don’t have a tablet or laptop, computers are available here in the library, but they are very busy during prime times. Any questions?”

“No, Ma’am,” Matt said. “I understand.”

Matt moved aside for the next student to pick up her registration credentials and payment receipt. He opened the campus map to locate the bookstore.

Someone tapped his shoulder.

“Hi, I’m Stan Coughlin, Information Technology major. I overheard the lady say that you and I will be in the same stat class. Thirteen-forty-two section eight. Right?”

Stan had a prominent nose. His angular face suggested he didn’t shave every day. His build was wiry, and he was a few inches shorter than Matt’s six foot frame. He wore an unbuttoned green sweater over a tan T-shirt that proclaimed Geeks Get It Right.

“Yeah, statistics, but I’m in section seven.”

“Right, Right,” Stan said. Section seven. So am I. I got confused because it meets at eight AM.

“I’m Matt Collins.” Matt rotated the map. “I was just going to buy my textbooks if I can figure out where the bookstore is. I’m turned around. Apparently, I came in through the wrong door, and this map isn’t labeled very well.”

“You should download the college app onto your phone if you want a better map,” Stan said. “Good idea to get your books now. They often run out of used books for the sophomore math classes. New books are really expensive. I’m on my way to the bookstore if you want to tag along.”

Stan started for the exit from the library. Matt quickly caught up.

“That would be great,” Matt said. “Things here are a little chaotic.”

“What’s your major, Matt?”

“Undeclared, so far. At registration, they hassled me a bit over that, but I’m just a transient student, so it shouldn’t really matter to them. Right now, I’m here to get back into the academic flow by taking a few basic courses.”

“Stat is required for IT majors, and Carol has to have stat to get a BA in nursing. Lots of business and biology majors in there too.”

“Carol?”

“A friend. We met freshman year. Say, are you good at math? Maybe you could join our study group. We usually meet in the early afternoon.”

“I’m a little rusty, but I have advanced placement credit for second semester calculus. I never took a stat class before, but I’d rather take the introductory course here than at the university. Big lecture halls and too many students in introductory classes at the university. Less pressure here.”

“Perfect,” Stan said. “We need someone reliable, an older student with good study habits to keep us focused.”

“Older?” Matt stopped. “I’m only fifteen.”

“Right,” Stan laughed. “That’s a good one, Ma ... wait. Are you serious?”

“I won’t be sixteen until late next spring.”

“Okay, then....” Stan intently studied Matt’s face. “You are serious.”

“I dropped out of the university right after I enrolled as an early admission program mid-August. I’ve been in the hospital since then. Just got out last Saturday.”

“Yeah, I can see you had a tough year. I was reading you all wrong.”

“Look,” Matt said. “I understand if you don’t want me in your study group. It’s okay. I’m used to working alone.”

“No problem.” Stan slapped Matt’s shoulder. “If you were admitted to the university at fifteen, you probably got a better handle of this academic stuff than I do. Let’s give it a try. Take a left outside the gymnasium. The bookstore is across from the Auditorium. Hopefully, the line won’t be long because I told Carol I would meet her at 11:30 in the cafeteria. Why don’t you join us for lunch?”

Matt didn’t correct Stan’s impression that he was admitted to the university at age fifteen. He had actually been accepted at age fourteen, but then his father had died, and Matt took a year off from school. Rather than leave home and enroll in college, he had spent that year studying stage magic.

Eleven-thirty lunch? That should be enough time. Matt’s counseling appointment with Dr. Segrist was not until 3:00 PM.

“Thanks,” Matt said. “I am getting hungry. Lead the way.”

§§

Dr. Segrist’s office was organized into two areas. His desk, a leather executive chair, a side chair, and a massive credenza occupied his work area. Several golf trophies decorated the credenza. Apparently all the filing cabinets were in another room. The counseling area of the office consisted of a couple of Eames-style lounge chairs with matching ottomans. Group sessions must take place in a different room. 

Dr. Segrist was a thin man with an obvious comb-over to disguise his receding hairline. The color of the skin on his rectangular face was too uniform not to have been bought at a tanning salon. He wore an expensive blue suit but no tie inhibited his open collar. The sparse soul patch below his lip did not match the style of his narrow mustache.

At Dr. Segrist’s direction, Matt settled into the indicated lounge chair. The leather chair fit him like a baseball glove. 

Segrist was left handed: sinister. He flipped up a tablet computer embedded in the left arm of his chair and made a show of scanning the tablet display.

“I see Lois has filled in most of your data online,” Segrist said. “Very thorough. Very detailed. She is a stickler for details.”

“She’s an accountant,” Matt said, “but you already knew that.”

“I am quite fond of your Aunt, Matt.” Segrist leaned back in his chair and let it swivel slightly. “She persuaded me to work you into my schedule. If that is going to be a problem, I can refer you to someone else.”

“No, sir. Not necessary. I’m sure you’ll do a great job of shrinking my head.”

Segrist measured out a professional smile for Matt’s joke. “Let’s try it and see how it goes.”

“Yes, sir, Dr. Segrist.”

“No need to be so formal with me, Matt. Andy is fine.”

Matt nodded. “Thanks, Andy.”

“Hmm. At your age, Dr. Andy sounds better.” Andy swiped through several screens on his tablet. “Your mother died when you were ten, and your father died just days before your fourteenth birthday. Is that right?"

“Yes, sir. He was flying home for my high school graduation. I hope you aren’t going to ask me how that makes me feel.”

“I’m a psychiatrist, Matt, not a TV reporter, but feel free to tell me how you feel whenever you wish. Now, what did they tell you when they discharged you from the hospital?”

“Their diagnosis was DID. They say I invented an alternate personality to suppress the memories of my parents’ deaths.”

“Do you dispute that you’ve exhibited two distinct personalities, one of which is a wizard from an alternate universe?”

“No, sir, not at all. I meet the textbook description of DID. If I were in their place, I would make the same diagnosis.”

“Really,” Andy said. “I didn’t know you had an interest in psychology.”

“I do now.” Matt had not wasted the last week he spent in the hospital after he swapped back souls with Crius. The psychiatric ward had a small reference library, and the nurses were talkative and happy to get him books to read. “However, I believe that their analysis of my symptoms was overly simplistic. Life doesn’t always fit the textbook models.”

“I agree. I try not to confuse models with reality, but models have their uses. Where do you think they oversimplified your problem?”

“On the remedy.” 

“If the two personalities are simply two aspects of you, then the best solution is counseling to help you integrate the two personalities.” 

“My goal is to completely eliminate the Crius personality from possessing me. I have no desire to integrate with him.”

Andy issued a reassuring smile and tapped the keyboard interface that popped up on his tablet. “If that is what you want, then I will help you as best I can. However, you are a science, techy kind of guy. Perhaps you’ll understand this metaphor. Just as I’m doing here, many people use computers for various tasks including accessing the internet. Unless somethings breaks or fails to operate properly, most of them never realize that complex machinery and complicated software are in the background with the purpose of making their experiences seamless. Something similar can be said for the complexity of the human mind. If another personality rises to the forefront of someone’s mind, it suggests either an organic problem or an emotional problem that needs repair. Do you see where I am going with this?”

“I think so. You are suggesting that the Crius character as part of my DID diagnosis, indicates I have issues that need resolution. So eliminating Crius will not solve my problem.”

“Excellent, Matt. I feel you’ve already made a good start.”

Dr. Segrist’s response was exactly what he had hoped to engender with his reshaping of why Crius appeared. If he wanted to stay out of the psychiatric ward, he could not claim that Crius was an actual wizard from another world. Still, he wasn’t sure that Andy was sincere or had bought into Matt’s story. 

Nevertheless, Matt said, “Thank you, Dr. Andy.”
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