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Chapter 1
 
Unexpected Visitor
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A young woman in her seventeenth year sat at a desk in a small room. She pushed away her books while she let a long sigh pass her lips. “I’m through with studying now. I don’t know how I survived the year, but it was fun overall.”
From inside the upper shelf of the closet came the sound of a mew. A catlike creature with golden eyes perched there watching his mistress. With the words of the closing statement ringing in the air he unfolded his wings to fly down to the desk. He landed then prowled across the surface.
“Surry!” The girl called out with a laugh. “You silly creature.” Her hand lifted to pet over his back while she pushed out her chair to stand. 
A knock on the door distracted the girl from her pet. Behind it another young woman about the same age shifted impatiently. She knocked again then called, “Hey Taia! Open the door!”
“Coming!” She smiled and moved to open the door. Looking out at the shorter student she grinned. “Hey Val, what’s the rush?”
“Everyone’s waiting for you, silly.” Her black eyes twinkled like coal suddenly thrust into a fire.
“Waiting?” Taia blinked at her companion. “What for?”
“You’ll see.” Val replied with a grin. She grabbed Taia’s arm then pulled her along behind her down the hallway.
“Okay,” she laughed and followed down the stairs to the first floor. As she moved the sound of whispers then cheers caught her ears. I wonder what this could be. It couldn’t be a party, could it?
Just outside the door of the dormitory a small crowd had gathered. Not very many students or teachers were left after the final exams had been completed. Their rival schoolmates of Ambert University had gone back to their school on the other side of the Kingdom of Lonan. The remaining students of Kolos Academy eventually left the campus to return to their homes in different kingdoms. It had only been about six months since the tyrant who attempted conquering the known world had been disposed, but the scattered people quickly moved to rebuild their civilizations. 
Val continued to grin as she pulled Taia through the cheering group. Behind them all was a large table covered in food. Janus stepped into view with a large candle decorated cake in his hands.
Taia gasped as she saw the cake. “You didn’t!”
“We did,” Val chirped in reply. She let go of her friend’s arm to run around the table. “You take the seat at the head of the table. Just relax and we’ll take care of you Taia.”
“You are all too kind,” Taia murmured as she moved to sit in the chair at the furthest end of the table. 
“Not at all. You deserve it,” replied Janus. He smiled as he placed the cake before her. “Even if it wasn’t your birthday we were celebrating, we could still celebrate your winning the Singing Competition at the final exams.”
“Thank you all,” Taia said as a light blush rose on her cheeks. She lifted her hand to wave around the table with a wide smile. Her head turned to the lit candles on the cake and she took a breath to blow them out.
Janus placed his hand on her shoulder. “Not yet, we have to sing first.”
“Sorry,” she said with blush deepening. “I haven’t had a birthday party like this in, well, a long time.” 
“Really?” Val sat on one side of her with Janus on the opposite side. “That’s so sad. Here, we’ll help you celebrate.”
“Yes.” Janus nodded then led the group in a chorus of the happy birthday song.
Taia sang along softly then when the song was done she leaned over to blow out the candles. Make a wish...
Once the candles were out the dean of the school appeared beside Taia. He winked at her startled expression and cut the cake into pieces for the group to share. As he moved he spoke, “When you’re through Taia there is someone here to see you.”
“All right,” Taia nodded, then watched him scamper off with a piece of cake. She smiled and laughed softly. She turned back to smile at her fiends and schoolmates. “Thanks again to everyone.”
With that the birthday party started. It was a small affair but a happy time for the guest of honor. After the sweets were consumed then many of the guests left to pack for their journey home. 
Val was one of those who had to go. “Sorry I can’t stay longer. I really wish I could but I have to go home to Hamako.”
“Sorry I got you into so much trouble,” Taia said with head lowered.
“Oh don’t worry about it. They would have found out about me disguising myself as a boy eventually anyway.” She replied with a shrug and a smile, then leaned over and hugged the despondent girl. “You can come and visit me on the west coast of the continent any time.”
She smiled at her. “Thanks Val.” Taia returned the hug and wrinkled up her nose. “Is it just me or have you gotten short?”
“Nuh huh!” Val retorted with a similar facial expression. “You’ve grown. You’re what, five and a half feet now? I’ll never grow taller so...nya!” She stuck her tongue out at her.
Taia laughed then ran her hand through Val’s hair. “Okay, so now that you’re a girl will you grow out your hair? Mine used to be past my hips.”
“No way!” Val gasped. “I love my hair the way it is now. It’s short with just enough length along the middle that I could flip it into any style I want. I don’t do anything special with it, but still...” Her shoulders moved in a shrug then she pulled back. “Will you?”
“I think I will, at least a little.” Taia replied with a smile as she moved her hands to run through her hair which was now somewhere between a finger and palm length. “I miss my long hair.” 
Val looked over at Janus who had been silently laughing at them and snorted. “What about you? You’re cute in a boyish way, but you’re nowhere near a child.”
“Leave my hair alone,” Janus said with hands raised defensively. “I’m fine as I am.”
“I guess, but I like bulkier men,” Val replied with a teasing grin. “What about you Taia?”
The first reply was a blush then Taia stuttered, “I don’t know. I haven’t found someone like that yet I guess.”
Val smirked. “Are you sure? Oh well,” she shrugged then leaned over to hug Janus. “I have to go now, so g’bye hope to see either one of you or both of you very soon.” She let go then ran off.
The young man attempted to hug her back then slumped back in his chair. “She’s fun but exhausting. I’ll never get used to the thought of both of you being girls. It wasn’t so hard to accept you’d been fooling me, but Val...” He shook his head slowly then laughed.
“Yeah,” Taia replied slowly and smiled as she reminisced about the past school year. She shook her head then sighed while it passed. “So, we’re going to be here for the summer...”
“That’s true.” Janus said and pushed up to stand. “Hey, you want to go for a walk?”
“Sure,” Taia replied as she shifted to climb out of the chair. She tilted her head while she stood up straight. “Where are we going?”
He shrugged. “I don’t know, anywhere.”
“Sounds good,” she murmured then started to walk away from the table. Her footsteps took them north towards the meadow by the stable and gymnasium. As they walked she first was silent then began to speak. “So... If something happened where I had to leave here, would we still be friends?”
“Of course. I know I was hard on you when I found out you’d been lying to me, but we’ll always be friends.”
“I’m not going to argue with that except to say I did try to tell you, but you found out first.” Taia smiled weakly. She let a sigh go then moved into the small patch of forest between the main part of campus and the stable. 
Janus nodded slowly. He didn’t answer as he let his eyes roam around the trees. The bare branches were just beginning to form buds which would eventually turn into leaves or flowers. He didn’t know what to say so he let his eyes drop to the ground where the flowers had begun to dot spring grass. One hand lifted to adjust the glasses perched on his nose.
To break the silence Taia spoke up softly, “What are those things you wear anyway? I can’t say that I’ve ever seen anything like them.”
“They’re called glasses,” he replied. His hands moved to pull them off and hold them out to her. “It’s hard to explain what they are exactly. It’s glass which is pressed with enough of a curve so it adjusts for my vision problems. The glass is held in place by the metal frame.”
“Vision problems?” She repeated in a confused tone. Taia took the glasses from Janus. She held them in her hands while she stared at them then lifted them to try and put them on. Her vision exploded as the glass moved across her eyes. She gave a squeak and pulled the glasses down.
“Yeah. By that sound I can tell you don’t have any or at least not as bad as I do.” Janus laughed and fumbled to take the frames from her then return them to his face. “A doctor in Lonan made them for me. This land is unlike my own.”
“My vision is just fine,” Taia replied while she blinked the world back into focus. One hand rose to rub her eyes. “I’m glad that you can see. I’d feel awful if I couldn’t see.” She frowned faintly while she turned to look down at him. 
“I don’t mind it now.” Janus smiled then tilted his head up to look at her. He hadn’t grown very much so Taia was still taller then him. 
“I could try to fix it for you.”
“How?” He looked up at her puzzled.
“I could use my magic,” she replied with a nod and smile.
“No.”
“No?”
“No. It’s not that I don’t trust you Taia, but I don’t trust magic.” He shook his head slowly then proceeded to walk through the patch of forest to the stables. “I myself don’t have any, so I have problems believing in it. I can’t put my safety into the random work of a force which barely ever manifests in the world.”
“It’s not random.” She frowned as she watched Janus then hurried to follow him. “I don’t know how I got it except maybe as a gift from my parents. I know I’m not an expert with it, but it’s always worked before.” Well, sort of worked. And I can’t command it to happen as well as I’d like, but... Oh stop it that won’t help.
“No Taia.” Janus replied simply. He clasped his hands behind his back as he wandered over the meadow. The silver eyes turned to stare at the blackened patches which were left from the accident at the fireworks contest. Just like me. Not perfect or even whole.
“If you say so Janus,” Taia said reluctantly. She lowered her eyes to stare down her skirt then to her shoes. Nothing more was said in the sad air that floated around them.
He could feel the tension which made him feel bad about the direction he’d led the conversation. Janus’ shoulders slumped then he squared them as he spoke, “Thank you for offering though. It means a lot to me.”
She nodded slowly then lifted her eyes to look at him. A bit of a smile pulled on her lips. “Well if you do ever change your mind you can come to me. It would be my pleasure to help you with anything.”
Janus nodded as he smiled back at her. “I will.” All of a sudden he blinked and looked back down the path. “Hey, didn’t Dean Lonan say he wanted to talk to you after the party?”
“Oh! That’s right. I’d better go see what he wants,” Taia replied, then turned to scamper across the patch of meadow. “I’ll see you at dinner!”
“See you later,” Janus waved after her.  
With quick steps Taia moved down the paths which led through the campus of Kolos Academy. It took more time than she hoped, but eventually she made it to the front steps. She paused at the doors to catch her breath then entered to find the Dean.
To her relief he stood by the staircase which led up to the second floor. Dean Lonan noticed her and waved her over. “Taia, come here. There is someone I’d like you to meet.”
Beside him stood a man who was three inches shorter than Taia was and nine inches shorter than Dean Lonan’s six foot tall frame. His skin was a weathered gray and his eyes were dark green. He had short black hair which was cut so no matter what the weather he’d have a clear line of sight. Speckles of green the same as his eyes dotted the strands. A jerkin thickly belted over leggings tucked into heavy boots draped over his form. The clothes which he wore were weather beaten and bleached. As he turned to look at her he fell to one knee while he murmured, “Princess.”
Taia stopped still as she stared at the man who knelt before her. Her eyes widened at his address then lifted to stare at Dean Lonan. “What is this?”
“He has come from Leldyna with your cousin to take you home,” Dean Lonan replied. He smiled softly down at her. “Don’t be afraid. I have made sure he is who he says he is.”
“Thank you Dean Lonan,” Taia replied as the worried look faded. Her eyes returned to the man.
“My name is Panos Pakuna, Princess,” he said, then stood up. “I heard the Dean call you Taia... What name shall I address you by?”
“I-” Taia started to speak then paused to think.
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