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 Chapter One

New School Year

 


Cary Simms knew from a very young age that she
wasn't like the other boys her age. For one thing, she was really
looking forward to going back to school. But as she came out of her
house, luggage in hand, she spotted the face of her best friend
David bobbing up and down just outside the gate to her fences. It
was clear that he was just as eager as she was to head back to TPS,
the sorcerer school that they both had gone to for fifth grade.

"Well?" David asked, not voicing the question that
Cary already knew was coming. Cary just raised her luggage up,
letting him see it there next to her, as she started to make her
way towards him. That was all the answer that he needed from her.
"Awesome," he said. "I knew they were going to let you back to TPS.
Why did they wait until today to agree to it?"

"They wanted to make sure my 'change in attitude'
wasn't just a ploy," Cary said.

After a troublesome start to the summer vacation,
where Cary got mixed up with some kids that turned out to be the
wrong kind to hang out with, Cary had been on her best behavior.
She had strictly followed her grandparent's rules; as strictly as
she had before starting at TPS. As such, not only had her
grandparents agreed to let her go back to TPS, but they signed her
permission slip to head into town as well. Of course, neither of
them knew what kind of town Norumbega was. If either of them knew
that Cary was a sorcerer, that she was going to be heading back to
the magical realm, she wouldn't be going anywhere.

As Cary came down the sidewalk from her house, she
pulled her backpack closer to her, making sure that it wasn't about
to fall. Over the summer, she had gotten into the habit of wearing
it over her stomach, rather than on her back. While she hadn't
gotten her books for the new semester yet, the backpack had enough
in it already: a new journal to track her amazing life in the
magical realm, new notebooks, and Cinnamon, her familiar.

That was another thing that made Cary different from
the boys her age, as well as the girls. While most sorcerers didn't
have familiars, Cary did. Cinnamon had the form of a pixie, about
six inches tall with red and white wings and a green dress, which
included a tutu. Despite her appearances, though, Cinnamon still
hadn't spoken a word. However, she had other ways of making herself
understood.

"Is... she in there?" David asked, pointing at the
backpack as Cary approached the street. Cary smiled when she
noticed just which finger he was using to point at her.

"Of course," Cary said, trying not to laugh as David
glared at the backpack. "Cinnamon is my familiar. She's going to be
with me from now on. You two will need to start getting along at
some point."

"Uh huh," David said, nodding, though his eyes never
left the backpack as the two of them started towards the
intersection. "As long as she keeps her teeth to herself."

"Cinnamon knows not to bite you," Cary said. "Again.
You were just the first person that I introduced her to that wasn't
a witch."

As the two of them came up to the intersection
between Elm and Howard Streets, Cary glanced over her shoulder back
towards her house behind her. It had been a long standing rule for
both of them that they weren't allowed across Howard Street without
permission. The street got quite busy at times, and could be very
dangerous if not taken to properly. Despite her grandparents
allowing her back to TPS for that semester, they hadn't given her
permission to cross the street, as neither of them were aware just
how she got to her school. However, the only way for Cary and David
to return to the magical realm was the portal just across the
street from her house. With her grandparents being off to work for
the day, there was no one back there watching them break that rule
once more. Then again, Cary had broken that rule almost every day
that summer, with neither of her grandparents any the wiser.

Once the lights changed and the traffic stopped,
David started leading the way forward, heading across the street
with barely a glance backwards. His own suitcase was rolling along
behind him, letting out a low rumble that competed with Cary's
suitcase. It was the first time that they were heading to school
like that, properly equipped to spend the time away from home,
rather than having their stuff sent to them after arriving at the
school. The twin suitcases were new that year, bought by David's
parents to celebrate their entering sixth grade. Had they still
been going to school in the human realm, they would have been
entering the middle school. But TPS wasn't like the schools there,
and it covered fifth through twelfth grade all in one school. It
led to quite a collection of individuals going to school with
them.

"Boo," Greg shouted, jumping out from behind the
post office as the two of them came up next to it.

David jumped, dropping his suitcase to the ground,
before taking three rushed steps away from the other boy. His eyes
glared over at Greg, and at the portal just visible around the
corner of the building that they were standing next to. Cary's hand
gripped onto the handle of her suitcase tightly, but she tried not
to show any reaction to the prank. After everything that she had
been up against lately, especially over the summer, she found it
hard to believe that Greg still had that much of an effect on
them.

"Thought you could head off without me, didn't you,"
Greg said. There was no question in his voice as he glared right
back at both of them. "There's no chance I'm letting you two leave
me behind."

"What are you talking about?" Cary asked. "You have
your own sorcerer's ring." She pointed towards the brass ring that
was on Greg's hand, quite similar to the ones that David wore. Cary
also wore a sorcerer's ring, though hers had several gemstones that
had formed all along the band of hers over the months that she had
been wearing it. Greg and David's rings both stayed the plain brass
band that they had been when they first got them the year before,
on their first day at TPS.

"Ha, right," Greg said, laughing, as if Cary had
told some kind of joke. Had been trying to play a trick on him.
"I'm not falling for that one."

"What are you talking about?" Cary asked.

She rolled her eyes at the bully before striding
forward, making her way between Greg and the corner of the
building. With Greg standing right there, it made it difficult for
her to drag her suitcase around the corner, needing to pull it
between them. As she came out behind the building, she saw Greg's
own suitcase off to the side, as if forgotten while waiting for
them. It was the same worn out suitcase that she had seen him with
when they were heading home from their first year at the school,
though there seemed to be more tape on it than she remembered.

Without looking back at Greg or David, Cary headed
over to the portal on the back wall of the post office. If anyone
were to look at the portal without knowing what it was or how to
use it, they might think it little more than some graffiti that
someone had put up the year before. Cary remembered her grandfather
muttering about it at one point, and how the town refused to take
it down or paint over it. However, Cary knew that no such thing
would work against the magic of the painting itself. The circle of
mushrooms would stay on that wall, no matter what the non-sorcerer
humans tried to do to it. That worked out well for them, as it was
the only portal left in the state.

Cary simply reached over to the painting, tapping it
lightly with her ring hand. Instantly, without needing to cast any
spell or use her magic, the mushrooms in the painting started to
dance, swinging back and forth as they spiraled around in the
circle. The surface of the brick wall started to sway out, as if
waves were flowing across it, despite the wall being vertical. Once
the portal was opened, Cary just glanced back at Greg, as if to ask
him how he couldn't manage that little bit of magic.

"Showoff," Greg muttered.

"What are you talking about?" Cary asked. "It's
really that simple."

"Actually... uh... it-it isn't," David said. He
looked between Cary and Greg, obviously uncomfortable with agreeing
with the bully over his best friend. "I tried to open it the other
day myself. It only seems to work that way for you."

"What?" Cary asked.

She looked back at the portal next to her, a bit
uncomfortable at that thought as it played its way through her
head. In all the times that Cary had gone through there before, and
there had been many times during the summer, it had always been her
that had opened it. When Greg first went through there, Cary had
left the portal open when she ran away from the bully. It never
once occurred to her that it was only her that was opening it
between the three of them.

"There has to be some trick to it," Cary said.
"Other people use it all the time." She was quite certain of that;
she had even seen the magical police head through back in July.

"Well, maybe there's a spell for it," David said,
shrugging. "But as long as you're coming with us, I guess we don't
need to know it."

"Yeah, says you," Greg said. "I know you guys are
going to try to cut me out of this at some point. I'll just have to
ask the idiots on the other side what the spell is."

"You mean the idiots that are smarter than you?"
David asked. "The ones that already know the spell?" He snickered a
little, trying hard not to full out laugh at the bully, which was
dangerous in any setting, even with it just being the three of
them. With David and Cary outnumbering Greg. But then, Greg was
easily stronger than the two of them together.

Greg jumped forward half a step, feinting an attack
at David. That was enough to get David jumping back once more,
tripping over his suitcase in the process. Greg smiled down at him,
clearly enjoying himself.

Cary rushed over to David's side, helping him back
up to his feet. Once Cary was away from the portal, Greg rushed
over to his own suitcase, scooping it up off the ground before
heading through the portal ahead of the others. Cary and David just
stood there for a moment, watching as Greg's legs slowly made their
way through to the magical realm. Waiting for Greg to clear the way
for them. For one brief moment as she watched that, Cary almost
worried that Greg would be the one barring them from the magical
realm, somehow finding a way to pull the portal closed behind
him.

"Can you really not open it?" Cary asked David, as
they waited. They knew that Greg, with his head through the portal
already, wouldn't be able to hear them back there. That sound
didn't travel through the portal.

"Trust me, I've tried," David said. "Especially with
how your grandparents were threatening not to let you back. I knew
that, if it came to it, you'd at least come out to open it for me.
Maybe not for Greg, but... Well... I mean, you would have,
right?"

"Of course," Cary said. "I mean, you're my friend.
Even if you were heading back to school and I wasn't. Even
if..."

She trailed off, not putting words to her greatest
fear. The fear that had been plaguing her for the past few weeks,
ever since everything went down with the witches. The thought that
David would head back to school without her, and that they would
drift apart. That with David learning magic, and Cary stuck out of
everything, they wouldn't have anything in common any more.
Especially with the prospect of Lucy, David's little sister,
heading off as well the next year. Cary would be left back there
alone, with no friends at all.


 Chapter Two

New Classes

As Cary and David came out into Crossworld Castle,
the fortress that housed all portals to the human realm, Greg was
still talking with the guard that was standing outside of the room.
They both rushed past him together, wanting to get away from the
bully as quickly as possible. As they passed Greg and the guard,
Cary heard the words "Gniom Hacht".

"I guess that makes sense," Cary muttered to David,
as the two of them made their way out into the hall, where the
crowd heading through there was already thick with students.
"That's the same spell that I used to open the fairy ring portal to
Alaska."

"I still can't believe that you went to Alaska
without me," David said. "Or, really, everything that you had
gotten up to this summer. I'm not sure if I should be impressed or
outraged."

"Outraged?" Cary asked. That wasn't something that
she generally made anyone, though it certainly would have applied
to her grandfather during that summer.

"That you left me out of your fun," he said, smiling
over at her.

Crossworld Castle only got more crowded as they
went, with students heading out of the rooms on either side of the
hallway, coming from all the different portals from around the
country. Once they made it onto the main floor, though, those
numbers only multiplied, with the lines from the other wings of the
castle all merging into one. Everyone was pushing their way
forward, trying to get through to the doors and out to the buses.
Cary couldn't see much of anything at that point, with her being
too short to see over the heads of the students around her. But she
didn't have to know where they were going. There was only one way
for the crowd to go. She just kept her head low, one hand firmly on
her suitcase and the other around David's arm.

"Hey, guys," came a voice, seemingly out of nowhere.
But as Cary looked around, she was surprised to find Sam suddenly
tagging along in her wake. "Funny running into you two here," he
said, in his usual Scottish accent. He nodded towards the sign
overhead that pointed back towards the European wing behind him,
showing that the two groups had merged right then.

"Were you waiting for us to come through there?"
David accused, smiling over at their friend.

"We have to stick together, right?" Sam asked. He
glanced over at Cary, showing that he was similarly miffed at her
for him having missed out on everything. Cary just rolled her eyes
as the group headed out into the sunlight of the magical realm.

As soon as the crowd came through the doors, it
started to spread out. Suddenly, Cary could see more of the area
around them. To most people heading into the magical realm without
knowing what it was, the place looked like anywhere on Earth. Blue
skies, green trees and grass. The differences between those two
worlds were subtle, largely centered around the fact that the
magical realm had magic, and the human realm had electricity.

There were several buses all lined up along the side
of the road in front of the castle. They looked much like ordinary
school buses, except for the fact that they were twice as tall and
showed about ten times as many windows. The windows were lined up
in four rows, showing the four floors that made up the inside. The
buses were designed to be bigger on the inside, allowing for more
people, more students, to be moved around at a go.

As the students headed out of the castle, they all
swarmed around the three of them, making for one of those buses.
Each bus had a sign on the side of them, showing that each was
heading for one of the sorcerer schools. The bus in front of them
said that it was heading for Merlin Prep. Cary couldn't help but
think about her parents, both of whom had gone to that school.
However, David quickly led the way to the bus next to it, the one
heading for Thorbjorg Prep.

Cary glanced to the side as she came up to the bus,
looking over at the huge horse that was attached to the front.
After making several trips between TPS and Crossworld Castle over
the course of the summer, she had long gotten used to the buses.
There were larger than normal horses set to pull each of them
along, attached to the front like the buses were carriages. Since
electricity didn't work in the magical realm, the bus's engine
didn't work either, and they were reliant on the horses to pull
them along. Cary only paused long enough to wish that she had
managed to get her flying spell to work. However, she figured that
she would still be stuck taking the bus to and from Crossworld
Castle anyway, seeing as how she had no idea where the two
locations were to each other. The portals that the buses always
used to head all over the magical realm made travel all but
instantaneous, making the realm seem much smaller than it probably
was.

David and Sam fell into their usual discussion about
Cadavraball, one of the sports that was played in the magical
realm, as the three of them headed onto the bus. Cary quickly lost
interest in the conversation, and she spent much of the bus ride
through the magical realm looking in on Cinnamon, tucked away
inside of her bag. Cinnamon was looking right back up at her,
cocking her head to either side as the two of them silently
conversed. Cary wasn't quite sure what they were talking about, but
she somehow knew that the pixie was as uninterested in the
conversation happening next to them as Cary was.

As Cary shifted in her seat, her hair brushed up
against the back of the seat behind her. It reminded her of her new
hairdo. During her first year at TPS, Cary had let her hair grow
out long. To her grandfather, though, this would just not do. Boys
weren't supposed to have long hair. After her grandfather had her
hair shaved down to a buzz, they came to a compromise. Cary opted
for something of a pixie cut, though it was still shorter than they
agreed upon. When it grew out enough, it would match Cinnamon's
natural hairdo, which never seemed to need to be cut. Or, perhaps,
she somehow did it herself while Cary wasn't looking.

Distracted by their silent discussion, Cary barely
noticed it when the bus was heading through the gates of TPS. The
stone gateway rose high up on either side of the bus as it
carefully drove through it, before shifting off to the side to make
it around the huge fountain that took up the center of the square.
Cary glanced out of the window next to Sam, wondering why there
weren't other buses coming in with them. There were three other
portal fortresses, one for each of the other realms that regularly
have students heading through to the sorcerer schools. Each should
have had a bus arriving with them. However, instead, it was just
the bus from the human realm. For some reason, that made Cary
extremely nervous.

"Where are the other buses?" Cary asked, as she got
up from their seat, leading the way out to the campus.

"Huh?" David asked, looking over at Cary in
confusion. It wasn't until that moment that Cary noticed she
interrupted their discussion. That David had been saying something
to Sam about the tryouts that were happening the next month and had
been paying little attention to her.

"Oh, right," Sam said. "This is your first time
starting at the beginning of the semester. The buses arrive one at
a time, because we need to settle our new schedules. Can't
overwhelm the guidance counselors, now can we?"

He pointed out towards the admin building, just
outside of the bus. As Cary came over to the spiral staircase that
led down from the higher levels of the bus, she glanced through the
wide open doors of the admin building in front of them. She almost
expected to see the guidance counselors in the entry hall just
inside the doors. However, their offices were out of view, around
the corner and through the headmaster's office.

The entire crowd from the bus was heading straight
into the admin building, with no one heading off to either side.
But as Cary followed along, she looked over at the dorms in the
distance, wondering if she was going to be in the same room as last
year. If she was going to be stuck with David as a roommate. It
worked alright for that first year, but she never quite felt
comfortable having so little privacy. Still, it was better than
being stuck in a room with someone she didn't know.

Or worse, Greg.

Cary never quite understood the need for such a
large entry hall for the admin building. However, as she came
inside with everyone else, the place was packed with people. It
seemed that the size of the room was meant to accommodate them.
Just inside the doors, there was a huge banner welcoming the
students back to the school. The lettering was blinking the red and
white colors of the school, on a gray background that worked well
with the color scheme. Four upperclassmen, two elves and two
goblins, were against the far wall. They started making their way
along the crowd as the group came inside, forming them into lines
as they went.

"Everyone will have their chance to meet up with
their guidance counselors," one of them called out in a bored tone.
"Please be patient, as you would want your own time with them. Get
in line for your counselor and you'll be called in one at a
time."

The upperclassman pointed towards the wall to their
right, where there were several signs, one for each of the guidance
counselors that were there at the school. As Cary scanned those
names, trying to find her own counselor, she was surprised to see
that there were twenty counselors there that year. She didn't
remember there being that many offices in that back hallway, though
it wasn't like she had counted at the time.

"She's over there," David said, pointing over
towards the name "Ms. Scott" near the far wall.

"See you guys later, then," Sam said. He barely
waved at them before heading over to another line, one in front of
the Mr. Cervantes sign.

As the two of them made their way through the
throng, Cary held her backpack close against her chest, trying not
to bump into anyone along the way. The last thing she wanted was to
unnecessarily jostle Cinnamon in the crowd, or hurt her in any way.
As they went, she looked around at the other students there,
uncomfortably aware that none of them had pets or familiars of
their own. She didn't remember there being any rules against it,
but she had never managed to stay away from Cinnamon for more than
an hour at a time without it hurting both of them. It was one of
the many topics that she was dreading discussing with Ms. Scott,
though she knew that she would need to bring it up at some
point.

While they waited in line, Cary looked around at the
crowd, searching for any familiar faces. She knew that most of her
other friends lived in the magical realm, and it looked like the
students in that room at the moment were all from the human realm.
It was just a wash of faces that she had seen several times before,
though none that she knew the names for. Fortunately, she was near
the front of the line, with most of the crowd forming up behind her
and David, allowing her to head in quickly.

"Next," one of the upperclassmen said. She sounded
almost bored, though Cary figured that she was only starting her
day of waving students through to the offices beyond. It took Cary
a moment to realize that she was pointing at her, and the girl's
look quickly turned into a glare as she waited.

"Sorry," Cary mumbled, as she moved forward, heading
along the far wall and over to the headmaster's office. There was
only a small space on the far end of each of the lines, just enough
room for the students to head over from the lines and past the
upperclassmen that were directing traffic. As she came up to the
door to the headmaster's office, three other students were heading
out, and she was forced to wait for them to head past her before
she could make her way around.

Cary barely looked at the rest of the headmaster's
office as she headed through it. The place looked just like the
principal's office back at her elementary school, back when she was
going to the normal schools of the human realm. However, off to the
side, behind the desk that split the space in two, she spotted a
golden ring glistening in a clear glass case against the far wall.
It somehow drew her eyes towards it, as if tempting her to take it.
It was only the other students, heading along behind her, that kept
her moving past that ring and into the hallway beyond.

Ms. Scott was peeking out of her usual office door,
as were several other guidance counselors. The hallway seemed to
have grown since the year before, which didn't surprise Cary much.
The buildings in the magical realm usually took on whatever form
they needed to. Groundskeeper Pebblemaker no doubt helped out in
that, using his wand to expand the hall. Cary wasn't sure if he had
extended the hall physically, with bricks and mortar, or by simply
making the place bigger on the inside.

"Welcome back, Cary," Ms. Scott said, waving her
into her office. "I hope you enjoyed your summer."

"Not as much as I would have liked," Cary said. She
couldn't help but think of all the things that she wasn't able to
get done that summer, largely due to the issues that she was having
with her grandparents.

"Yes, well, as you get older, you'll soon realize
that there's never enough time for all the things you want to get
done," she said, smiling over at Cary as she eased around her desk
into her usual chair. "We elves don't feel it as much as humans do,
but we still feel it. Now, down to business. Do you have your
permission slip?"

"Uh, yeah," Cary said, hesitantly. She glanced down
into her backpack for a moment, with Cinnamon looking right back up
at her. The permission slip was off to the side, wallpaper to the
small room that her familiar had made in there. Before reaching
inside, though, she glanced back over at Ms. Scott. "There's...
There's something I need to ask you, though."

"Oh?" Ms. Scott asked. She gave Cary a warm smile as
she pulled Cary's folder out of the collection that was off to the
side of her desk. "Is this about your hunt for information about
your parents?"

"What?" Cary asked, surprised. She almost forgot
that she had talked with Ms. Scott about that back in July, when
she was still trying to figure out as much as she could about her
parents. It had mostly slipped her mind since then. "Oh, no,
it's... Well, it's... What-what are the rules about... About
familiars?" Cary gulped audibly when she said the word, her eyes
locked on her bag in front of her. A pit in her stomach started to
form as her cheeks flushed. Usually, Ms. Scott was easy to talk to
about such things, but this topic seemed incredibly awkward to
her.

"Oh," Ms. Scott said. "Well, it's not common for
sorcerers to have familiars, Cary. Did... Oh, well, with everything
that happened this summer..."

"This summer?" Cary asked. She looked up at Ms.
Scott, more surprised that she knew about all of that than her
earlier comment about her parents. Cary hadn't run into Ms. Scott
since everything happened, so she never got around to talking to
her about any of it. But, with the magical realm police being
called into everything, she figured that the school must have heard
about it all.

"I'll have to discuss it with the headmaster," Ms.
Scott said. "Is your familiar in there, then?"

"Umm, yes," Cary said, flushing deeper. She reached
into her bag, scooping Cinnamon up gently in her hand. With her
other hand, she pulled out her permission slip. The backpack
slipped a little in her lap as she pulled the two of them out
together, depositing the both of them on Ms. Scott's desk.

Cinnamon looked between Cary and Ms. Scott several
times, her head cocking back and forth as she tried to figure out
what was happening. Cary placed her finger on Cinnamon's nose,
silently signaling to her that she shouldn't bite Ms. Scott. That
wouldn't go over well with the guidance counselor, no matter what
the decision about her was.

"Well, she is rather cute," Ms. Scott said, as she
looked down at Cinnamon in front of her. "I don't know much about
familiars, as they do tend to be something more common among
witches than sorcerers. However, as long as she doesn't cause a
stir, until I hear otherwise from the headmaster, I don't see
anything wrong with you keeping her here. I wouldn't make her
presence widely known, though."

"Sure," Cary said, nodding her agreement. With a
deep breath to steady her nerves, she pulled Cinnamon back into her
bag, letting her go back to whatever it was that she did when they
weren't looking at each other.

"Now, on to more important things," Ms. Scott
said.

She slipped Cary's permission slip into the folder
in front of her, pulling another piece of paper out at the same
time. This paper was the familiar half sheet schedule that she had
seen often enough, and Cary glanced down at it as Ms. Scott placed
it in front of her. She noticed that there were three open slots in
her schedule, with her normal courses of math, history, science,
literature, and gym spread throughout the day. None of her magical
courses from spring were included in the line-up, though.

"Now, normally, sixth graders would just be starting
on their magic coursework. But, with you being in the advanced
track, you already have a leg up on the other students of your
class. Still, I'd advise that you take some of the other starting
classes before moving up to more advanced classes. You've already
done Illusion, Enchantment, and Potions, so I'd suggest taking
three of either Healing, Transformations, Divination, or Herblore."
She pointed to the list that was on the side of the schedule, with
the classes that she had taken the year before already crossed
out.

"What about flying?" Cary immediately asked,
remembering the spell that she was trying to get to work during the
summer. While she hadn't made much progress on getting the spell to
work, she kept feeling like she was close to it.

"That is usually included in the coursework for
defensive magic, but that isn't available until later on in your
education."

"Oh, well, uh, didn't I already take Herblore?" Cary
asked, pointing towards that one on the list.

"That was Herblore and Potions, learning about the
herbs that you use in potions. This is learning how to grow them.
It is a talent all its own. Also, if you're still angling towards
Sight House, I'd recommend Divination," Ms. Scott said.

"Oh, uh," Cary said, hesitantly. She couldn't help
but think about Mr. Biv when Ms. Scott mentioned Sight House. Back
before everything had happened in the spring, before Mr. Biv went
on the run, he had been the head of Sight House. He always told
Cary that she would do well in there, but she had started to think
that he had only been saying that to get on her good side. To
convince her to trust him. "Maybe not."

"Alright," Ms. Scott said, simply, not pressing the
point. Instead, she just tapped her schedule, and Healing 1,
Transformations 1, and Herblore 1 fell into the three open slots on
her schedule. "Here you go then," she said, handing the schedule
over.

Cary sat there for a moment, looking down at her
schedule. Her dorm room was listed in the upper corner of the page,
right where her locker number had been listed on her elementary
school schedule sheet. It was the same room as she was in the year
before, so she figured that she was in there with David again. But
with everything else that she had already brought up, with all the
concerns over Cinnamon, Cary didn't feel comfortable raising that
other issue. At least, not yet.

"Thanks," Cary said, before scooping up the sheet
and heading off.


 Chapter
Three

The Growing Divide

"Next," that same upperclassman called out, as Cary
emerged from the headmaster's office. She glanced over at her for a
moment, seeing David making his way past the upperclassman and
towards her. Cary waved at him before heading the other way,
following the rest of the students that were heading out of
there.

As she emerged from the admin building, Cary looked
around the square. She almost expected to see the buses from the
other castles making their way through the gates of the school.
Instead, even the bus that had brought her there was gone. While a
few people were heading towards the dorms, most of the students
were heading for the mess hall, even with their luggage still in
tow. A few were walking to the mess hall while their luggage was
heading the other way without them, obviously magical luggage that
was heading for their rooms. Cary looked down at her own suitcase.
While it had been bought new that year, it was bought in the human
realm, without such frills. Cary wished that she had been able to
get one of those, but as she was still relying on her grandparents
and David's parents, none of whom knew about the magical realm, the
normal human luggage was the best that she could do.

It was a bit early for lunch, but as she hadn't made
any plans with David or Sam, Cary followed along with everyone
else, figuring she'd head for the dorms with the others later.
Despite being one of the first off the bus, one of the first
heading into her guidance counselor, there were several other
students already in the mead hall as Cary came inside.

The place hadn't changed at all since she had last
been in there, back at the end of the last school year. To her
right, elevated above the rest of the room, was the teacher's
table, spread out across their balcony. While it usually sat empty
for much of the school year, as Cary glanced up at it, she was
surprised to see several teachers up there. In the center of the
table was Headmaster Sparks himself, looking down at what looked
like a newspaper in front of him.

Cary made her way to the back of the line heading
for the serving trays against the far wall, which ran between the
Transformation House and Healing and Herblore House tables. As she
continued to look around the room, she noticed that there were
already plenty of elves and goblins in the room. She didn't see any
of the few dwarves that went to school there, making her think that
the bus from the dwarven realm would be the next to arrive. She
wasn't sure if that order was the norm for their staggered
arrivals, or if it switched around from year to year. But as she
looked around the place, the people that she wanted to see were
nowhere in sight.

Once Cary got her food, she headed along towards her
usual spot on the far table. Halfway along the aisle between the
fifth and sixth graders' tables, Cary spotted Sam sitting towards
her left. It barely crossed her mind to wonder why he was sitting
over there as she came up next to him, her eyes trained on the
table on her right. But as she noticed that the kids at that table
all looked younger than her, she realized her mistake.

"Forget that we moved over a table?" Sam asked, as
Cary sat next to him, at the sixth graders' table.

"Let's not talk about it, alright?" Cary said,
blushing a little at the embarrassment of her near mistake. Sam
snickered a little, but otherwise left it. "Have you seen anyone
else?" she asked, pointing towards the rest of the room. With the
mix of students in the mead hall, Cary figured that the students
who lived in the magical realm would have been there already. She
had expected to find Siobhan sitting next to Sam. Instead, their
small section of the table was empty besides the two of them.

"It is early for lunch," Sam said, as if that
explained everything. And yet, there were plenty of other students
already in there with them. "But, I guess that's normal for this
day. Lots of people coming from other time zones, so we all usually
congregate in here as soon as we get here for the welcome speech."
He pointed up towards the teachers' table across from them.

"So, Siobhan, Rist, and Reggie should be along
shortly?" Cary asked. Sam just shrugged as he turned back to his
lunch in front of him.

Cary spent the next few minutes just picking at her
food, her eyes trained on the doors to the outside. The mess hall
was bigger than the building it was in, an effect that she
suspected the teachers could change whenever it suited them. And
yet, the room was quickly becoming crowded, as more and more people
headed inside.

"Hey, you're Cary, right?" came a voice from Cary's
left, pulling her attention away from the door. She looked over to
see an elf standing there, smiling over at her. She didn't
recognize the elf, though the girl looked to be an upperclassman.
The real confusion for Cary was how she knew her name and why she
would be talking to her at all.

"Uh, yeah?" Cary said.

"We, uh, we're planning a vigil for Roy," she said,
pointing behind her back towards the Sight House table. For a
moment, Cary was wondering who she was talking about, until she
remembered Mr. Biv's insistence that his students called him Roy.
"After everything that went down these past few months... Well, I
know that Roy would have wanted you to be there."

"Oh, uh, sure," Cary said. "Th-thanks."

The girl just smiled over at Cary for a moment
before slipping a sheet of paper down on the table in front of
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