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 Author's Note

 


While the elapsed time between
this book and the previous one is shorter than that between the
first and second books, a lot still happened. The one most
important thing that happened in the Bardsworth world was a recent
one. I had to make the decision to shut down the Bardsworth website
in order to save on the ever-increasing hosting fees. Moving it
would have meant having to do some serious website overhauling, and
I certainly didn't have the time to dedicate to that. It wasn't an
easy decision to make, as that site had been there in one form or
another since 2005. I did keep the URL, though, with the hope that
someday the comic will return to a home, perhaps by the time
the next novel
comes out. In the meantime, I've been having fun posting the
archives on social media.

But we're not here to talk about
the webcomic, we're here to talk about this book. Ever a labor of
love for me, I'm very proud of this book. I'm proud of the previous
two as well, but this one really feels solid to me. I hope you feel
the same way.

As mentioned in previous
author notes, the
Bardsworth University book series was conceived partially as a way to correct
inconsistencies and plot-holes that arose over the many years that
the webcomic ran, as well as to remove story points that I came to
dislike or dialogue that I've since seen to be bad (sometimes very,
very bad). The books also give me more flexibility in telling the
story, peering into the characters' thoughts, and expanding on
emotional beats.

As also mentioned previously, the
books provide a few pros and cons for readers of the
webcomic as well as for those who have never experienced it. For those
well-versed in the webcomic world of Bardsworth, you'll have the
familiarity and attachment to the characters you know and love, but
you may be disappointed to find that certain scenes have been
removed and dialogue changed. For first time readers, you won't
have the same sense of excitement of revisiting the story and
characters from a different angle, but you also won't be weighted
down by preconceived notions and expectations.

And now I'm done rambling and
disclaimering, so head on in and rejoin our beloved
characters!


 Cast
of Characters

(Warning: Potential spoilers for
those who have not read the previous books)

 


The Wizard Students:

 


Mike Cosley (human) – Our cookie-loving main
protagonist

Kris Haverford (human) – Mike's well-read and
dry-witted roommate

Crystal Amethyst
(elf) –
A pink-haired noble who is dating Mike

Danyel Amethyst
(elf) – Crystal's
brother and prankster extraordinaire

Malcolm Emeraun
(elf) – A disgraced
graduate student with anger issues

 


The Bard Students:

 


Keira Amhran (human) – Crystal's whirlwind of a
roommate

Lazlo Dooley (human) – One of Keira's eclectic
friends

Cheri Aelan (elf) – She's not in this story (check for
her in the next book)

 


The Teachers:

 


Fitzpot Fizzlebottom
(human) – Senior wizard
professor who watches over Mike

Aleana Merrit (human) – A strict wizard professor
who also watches over Mike

Charlie Durnham (human) – A boisterous bard with dubious connections

 


The Fairy Sisters:

 


Fawn (fairy) – Mike's best friend
who happens to have an addiction to Pixy Stix

Joy (fairy) – One of Fawn's thirty
sisters who seems to be the responsible
one
Raven (fairy) – The grumpy
sister

 


The Cosley Family:

 


Mrs. Cosley (human) – Makes amazing
cookies
Mr. Cosley
(human) – Makes dad
jokes

Tammy (human) – Makes Mike's life
difficult

 


The Mysterious Possible
Antagonists:

 


Rayner (human) – Fitzpot's son who seems to
have a dark backstory
Penny
(fairy) – Rayner's best
friend

 


And of course…

 


Francis (demon) – Fitzpot's cheerful butler
who makes everyone smile


 Act One

A Blast From the Past

 


In which Mike enjoys a well-earned
summer vacation,

but comes face-to-face with his
troubled past.


 Chapter One

 


A warm breeze invited itself in
through the window and danced around the room, exclaiming, "Hey,
it's beautiful out here! What are you doing indoors?!" And although
the alluring call of pleasant weather was tempting, there was still
much to be done. Mike Cosley stuffed his clothes haphazardly into
his inherited ancient yellow suitcase, and all the while his mind
buzzed with excitement at the thought of summer vacation. Learning
magic at a college for wizards in a whole other world was amazing
and incredible, but amdist the wonder of learning spells was homework and
exams and general school-related anxiety. He had earned a break.
There were lazy days, video games, and his mom's homemade chocolate
chip cookies waiting for him in his own world.

"You know, that would be easier if
you actually took the time to fold your clothes." He looked up at
his roommate, who had already finished his own packing and was
lounging on his bed reading a book. Kris was another factor in
Mike's giddy excitement; he had agreed to visit the Cosley
household and spend the summer there. Granted, it would be a
challenge to get the bookworm to wiggle out from the pages of his
endless pile of tomes, but he was sure it could be done. It would
just be great to have a friend to spend the summer with.

Ignoring the unsolicited advice and
instead giving voice to his cheery thoughts, Mike said, "I'm glad
you're coming home with me. It's gonna be fun!"

"It has to be more interesting than
sitting around an empty campus by myself for several months," Kris
admitted.

"Well, you would have first pick of books in
the library." Kris paused and looked away, considering what Mike
had intended as a joke. "Hey, you already said yes!"

"Oh all right," Kris said in a
reluctant voice, but his lip twitched a bit, giving away his
teasing intentions.

Mike shook his head and went back to tossing
clothes into his luggage.
His mind wandered from Kris to the other friends he
had made over the course of his first year at Bardsworth
University. He was going to miss them, even the crazy and energetic
bard student, Keira. Although, he thought with a wry smile, a few
months without bruised ribs from her patented hugs would be
appreciated.

And then, of course, there was
Crystal. It felt so cliché to say it was love at first sight, but
it was definitely something close to that. And it had taken him a
while to get the courage to ask her out. In fact, although he
was loath to admit it, he
had been inadvertently pushed forward by her prankster of a
brother and his stupid truth enchantment. But it had all turned out
for the best, and he was going to miss her for the few months they
had to spend apart. They had already said their goodbyes
earlier that morning, and Crystal had left him
dizzy with one of her kisses.

Kris spoke up, breaking Mike from
his reminiscing and making him realize he had been standing in
place with the same shirt in his hands for several minutes. "I've
wanted to ask about this all year – what's with the guitar?"
He gestured at a dusty
acoustic guitar near Mike's piles of things.

Mike glanced at the guitar and
blushed. "I, uh, I do actually play it."

"I've never seen you touch it. You
just hide it in the corner behind your dresser."

"Well, I
haven't… I used to play it more. But I
brought it in case I had time. I just…" He punctuated his unfinished sentence with a shrug.

Kris studied him for a
moment with dark eyes, then gave his own shrug
and went back to his reading. Mike glanced at his
guitar again, remembering a
time when
he used to pluck away
at the strings and try to play some of his
favorite songs. It had been one of his creative outlets after he
had abandoned all of his others during high school. But like most
of his creative pursuits until recently,
it had shriveled on the vine. One of these
days he'd pick it up and give it another go.

As he finished squishing his
clothes into his suitcase, another friend of his flew in through
the window. "I'm ready!" Fawn shouted eagerly, carrying a tiny sack
in her diminutive hands. She fluttered around the room and landed
on Mike's bed. Even though her violet eyes were small, Mike could
see the excitement radiating from them. "When do we leave?" she
asked, her light purple wings twitching

"As soon as Francis gets here,"
Mike answered. A loud click signaled that he had managed to latch
the suitcase shut. "I'm sure he'll be here after he's done helping
Fitzpot."

"Oh, he doesn't need all that much
help," a voice said. All eyes turned towards the center of the room
which had been empty a second prior. A towering red figure stood
there, mouth grinning and yellow eyes glinting with joy. "He has
three robes, all the same color, and a handful of possessions that
he takes home with him over the summer," Francis said in a voice
much more higher pitched than one would expect from a hulking
demon. "Are you three ready?"

Fawn cheered, jumping into the air
and twirling her pink summer dress.

Kris shrugged.

"Yeah, I think we're ready," Mike
said with a bemused smirk.

"All right, then," Francis said,
clapping his large hands together. "You all head on down to the wagon, and I'll
meet you there." He picked up the first of the packed things and
disappeared, as if he had never been there.

Mike and Kris made their way down
the winding residence tower stairs, with Fawn fluttering above
their heads. When he had first arrived at Bardsworth University,
the immensely tall stone staircase had intimidated Mike, not to
mention nearly killed him the first time he had climbed them. Now
he was proud to display his nicely toned legs in his shorts as he
glided down to the bottom of the tower.

The sun shined down on them as
they exited through the stone archway, heating Mike's
pale skin. A warm
summer breeze brushed past them, tousling his blonde hair. It was
perfect weather – the sky was blue and nearly cloudless, the air
smelled fresh and clean, and birds chirped happily in the
scattering of trees throughout the campus. Everyone was smiling and
laughing, although Mike assumed that their moods had as much to do
with it being the end of the school year as it did with the nice
weather.

They crossed the courtyard, busy
with students and their families going to and fro. Mike glanced
around and took in the sights of the university one more time
before he left it for the summer. There were the four main teaching
halls, large stone structures that housed the classrooms and
lecture halls, two for the wizard students and two for the bard
students. There were the red-spired residence towers – one in each
corner of the walled-in campus and two halfway down the length of the walls.
Behind them as they walked and hidden by
stone walls was the enchanted garden,
which was closed until the following year. That was okay with Mike,
considering what had happened in there only a month prior – an
altercation between two not-well-liked acquaintances had almost
gone disastrously bad. Mike didn't want to think about it, and
instead focused on the administration building at the other end of
the campus that spanned over the large main gate.

Fitzpot's wagon was easy to spot
among the grouping of other wagons near the gate – it was the
plainest and most well-worn one there. While the richer families,
whose children dominated the halls the Bardsworth, carted their
kids around in more ornate carriages, Professor Fitzpot
Fizzlebottom seemed proud of his ancient and creaky mode of
transport. The old professor sat on the driver's seat, watching the
activity around him with a smile on his wrinkled face. It grew
wider and beamed through the jungle of white beard hair when he
spotted Mike and his friends approaching. "Well, well, look who
survived his first year," he said in a teasing voice, his
faded-gray eyes
sparkling.

"Barely," Mike admitted. "I had
some help, though." He looked over at Kris.

"It's amazing what rewarding him
with cookies can accomplish," Kris responded.

"Speaking of cookies," Francis
said, appearing from the other side of the wagon and brandishing a
plate of chocolate chip cookies. "I brought snacks for the
road!"

"Are you already done loading our
things?" Mike said, jumping up to peek into the back of the
wagon.

"I've been done for a
while!"

"I should never doubt you,
Francis," Mike said with a grin and helped himself to a cookie. It
was still warm.

The boys pulled themselves up onto
the bench in the front, Mike in the middle, and Kris and Fitzpot on
either side.
Francis made himself comfortable in the back. Fawn perched herself
on the backrest between Mike and Fitzpot, and once everyone was
ready, Fitzpot snapped the reins
to move his horse forward.

As they made their way over the
wooden bridge that spanned the moat surrounding the campus, Kris
leaned forward and looked over at their driver. "By the way, thank
you for the ride, Professor Fizzlebottom." Mike snickered to
himself. He was so used to treating Fitzpot like a friend, but Kris
still saw the goofy old man as a teacher and an important figure
within the university walls.

"Please, call me Fitzpot," the
wizard said, clearly having a similar thought.

"What kind of a name is
Fizzlebottom, anyway?" Mike asked. It wasn't the first time he had
thought about the question; Fitzpot's surname – and his first, at
that – were strange compared to most of the other names he had
learned that year.

"Well, my ancestors came from
Kuckatoo, a small island quite a ways from here," Fitzpot answered.
"The Kuckatoon language is a bit different, so names sound a little silly to
people not from the island. I once knew a man with the last name
'Fishnose'."

Fawn snorted in mirth.
"Fishnose!"

"Couldn't you just have the Hall of
Records change your last name?" Kris asked. "I mean, if you wanted
to."

"Oh, I did," Fitzpot replied with a
bit of a grumble in his voice. "Long ago when I was younger. Those
bureaucratic buffoons mixed up my records with another
Kukatoon's."

"So Fizzlebottom was the name you
ended up with?" Mike asked with a raise of his eyebrows. "What was
your old name?"

Fitzpot's cheeks turned red and he
cleared his throat embarrassedly. "Fishnose."

Fawn laughed so hard that she fell
over the back of the wagon and landed on Francis.

 


***

 


As Mike carried the last of his
things through the magic doorway in the back of his bedroom closet,
Kris stood in the middle of the room and stared at the mysterious
arched stone portal. "Incredible," he breathed, and Mike could see
the wheels turning furiously in his roommate's head. "I mean,
you told me about
it, but I didn't… I just never expected traveling between worlds
would be so… simple." He turned to Mike and asked, "Professor
Fizzlebottom hasn't figured out how the door got there?"

"Nope," Mike said, setting a box of
possessions on his bed. "Not as far as I know, anyway. I think he's
still stuck on how our languages are the same."

Kris turned and looked at Mike with
questioning eyes. "I can't believe I never considered that. How is
that even possible?"

Mike shrugged. "With everything
else that's happened to me over the past year, that's not even the
one that sticks out the most."

His roommate didn't seem
convinced, though, and continued to scrutinize Mike with an almost
uncomfortable intensity. That is, until he was startled by an
impossibly loud yell from Fawn's small lungs. "WHISKERS!" His
parents' gray cat, larger than he had been when Mike saw him over
winter vacation, had strolled into the bedroom. Immediately Fawn
was hugging him, getting lost in his fur. The cat, true to
form, reveled in the affection, and his purrs were almost as loud as Fawn's
cry had been.

"Well, my folks probably know we're
here now," Mike said. "We might as well go see them. Come on." He
led Kris out of the bedroom and down the stairs. If he didn't know
better, he could have sworn Kris looked a little nervous, but it
was always tough to read the stone-faced bookworm.

"Welcome home!" Mike's mom said as
she rounded the corner and met them at the bottom of the stairs.
His dad wasn't far behind.

After hugs, Mike gestured to Kris
and said, "This is my friend, Kris."

"Nice to meet you, Kris," Mrs.
Cosley said, stepping forward and giving him a hug, too.

Kris's
dark cheeks got darker and he stuttered,
"Likewise. Thank you for letting me visit."

"So you're the one who's been
keeping an eye on my son, eh?" Mr. Cosley said, reaching out to
shake Kris's hand. "How's that been working out for
you?"

A little more at ease with a
handshake, Kris replied, "It's a tough job and it doesn't pay
enough." Mr. Cosley laughed and Mike scowled at his
roommate.

"Well, we'll take over keeping an
eye on him for the summer so you can relax," Mrs. Cosley said with
a wink.

"Come on, I'm not
that bad!" Mike
exclaimed, feeling a little ganged-up-on.

"You're worse," came a voice from
the living room.

With a sigh, he motioned for Kris
to follow him and they found Tammy laying on the couch watching TV.
"Kris, this is my sister, Tammy," Mike grumbled. His roommate,
however, was distracted by the moving images on the television
screen. He nudged his friend and Kris blinked a few times, looking
at Mike confusedly. He pointed at his sister and repeated
himself.

"Oh, sorry. Hello," he said,
offering his hand.

Tammy looked at Kris and took his
hand, sitting up. "No, I'm sorry. That you have to deal with my
brother." The two shared a grin that affected Mike negatively on
several levels.

 



 Chapter Two

 


The first few days of summer break
were uneventful and lazy, which - after the events of the previous
semester - Mike was very grateful for. He binged television shows
he had missed out on and video games that he hadn't played in
months. Fawn spent her time playing with Whiskers. Somehow she had
taught the cat how to play tag, and the two of them would
frequently zip through the house with the other trailing close behind.

It was Kris who ended up falling
prey to boredom. He had only brought a handful of books with
him, leaving the rest of his collection in
storage at the university, and was trying
to eke them out over the course of the summer. He had no desire to
read Mike's scattered collection of sci-fi and fantasy novels. His
initial interest in television waned, except for the occasional
documentary, and video games were not something to which he took.
Mike introduced him to Wikipedia, which kept his attention for a
few days until Mrs. Cosley demanded her laptop back. "Why don't
you take him to the library?" she suggested when Mike
whined to her about his
problem.

"Oh. Good idea!" he said, annoyed
that he hadn't thought of that himself.

"Believe it or not, I have those
once in a while," she said and patted Mike on the cheek.

He found Kris lounging on his
sleeping bag in Mike's room, reading one of the few books he had
brought. "You can sit on my bed, you know. Or the couch
downstairs."

"That's where I was, but your
sister kicked me out to watch the television," Kris
said.

"She does that. Anyway, my mom had
a good suggestion - you wanna check out our library?"

Kris's eyes lit up almost
comically. "You have a library?"

"Well, it's not
ours, it's the
community's, but it's close by. Just a ten minute walk down the
road." Mike had barely finished speaking by the time Kris had
closed his book and stood up. "So that's a
yes?" he teased.

The two headed out into the
warm daylight and
were kept cool by an occasional breeze. Mike led the way down
the sidewalk,
heading towards the small village that his family resided just
outside of. It had been a while since he had made the walk to the
library, and he glanced around at the houses and yards as they
strolled. Kris took in the sights as well, alien to him and as
fascinating as his world had been to Mike.

"It's amazing to think how similar
all of this is to my world," Kris said in a faraway voice. "And yet
how different it is, too."

"Sometimes I try to imagine what
would have happened if I had stepped through the doorway and into a
world full of cat people," Mike said. "Or giant tentacle monsters
with one eye. But somehow I ended up with humans. Well, and
fairies. And elves. And demons."

"It's
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