
ALEXANDER
"Alexander!"
The young centaur froze. He'd forgotten the hall monitor. Very little escaped the notice of a nine-

headed hydra. "Yes, ma'am?" he mumbled.
All nine serpents' heads were turned toward him; all nine pairs of lidless eyes fixed him with a glare

more baleful than usual. "Boy-colt, you're late!" her uppermost head hissed.
"Yes, ma'am."
"Did you think you could slip past me, then?"
Alexander decided the safest answer was no answer at all, so he just stood, head lowered, left hind

hoof nervously pawing the floor.
All nine heads hissed in satisfaction. "March yourself down to the principal's office at once!"
"Yes, ma'am."
Alexander waited while she turned and lumbered down the hallway.  He toyed with the idea of

lurking in a quiet corner until after lunch and then slipping into class, but old Miss Hypaetus would never
fall for that. Anyway, he noticed one pair of eyes still gleaming at him over the hump of the hall monitor's
departing back. He sighed and dutifully marched to the administration offices.

***

"Yes? Oh, my goodness! It's little Alexander, isn't it?!"
Alexander liked the secretary. She was a tall, elderly dryad, still as straight and supple as her beech

tree. She had a kind and sympathetic ear for the students, although she tended to flutter a bit, especially
when there was a breeze in her grove. "Yes, ma'am," he answered. "I'm supposed to see Mrs. Pollifaxus."

"Mrs. Pollifaxus? You?" The long, root-crooked fingers of her left hand went to her cheek. "Oh, but
there must be some mistake, my dear. I've known your family for centuries, oh my, yes, centuries! You'd
never do anything bad, would you dear, of course not, there's a good fellow, then!"

There must be a gale in the grove today, Alexander thought. "I came in late," he explained patiently,
"and the hall monitor caught me and sent me to see Mrs. Pollifaxus."

"Well, I never!" exclaimed the secretary, her hands flapping wildly. "What is this world coming to?
Who would've believed it?" She jumped to her feet and tottered into the short hallway to one side of the
main office, her voice rattling on. "It's incredible! That's what it is, my dear, simply incredible!" There was a
moment of silence, and then she reappeared, voice first. "Yes, of course, of course, I’ll do that very thing, of
course, of  course! Oh, my dear," she twittered to Alexander, "you're to go right in, yes,  right in, it's right
through  there, you know,  there's a good boy-colt.  Late! Well, I just  know there's a good reason, yes I do, I
know you'd never be late for school without a good reason, you're a good boy-colt, yes, a good--!"

Much as he loved the dear, old dryad, Alexander was almost glad when the door clipped off her
voice. Then he faced the desk, and realized that he probably would have been better off in the outer office.
Mrs. Pollifaxus was known to be fair, but strict, and many a student feared her.

"You are Alexander, the centaur?" The principal's voice was soft and musical. She stood silhouetted
against the window, the snakes that wreathed her head asleep in the morning sun. When he nodded, she
said, "Please sit down, Alexander." The young centaur obediently lowered his horse's body carefully to the
floor. His head was now level with hers. "I'm told you were late this morning. Is this so?"

"Yes, ma'am," mumbled Alexander.
"Please speak up, young centaur. You do know that it's not polite to mumble?"
Alexander cleared his throat. "Yes, ma'am!"
"Very good. Now, I believe you had a near perfect 'A' average last term, did you not?"
"Yes, ma'am."
"Well, then, I needn't tell you how important an education is. You're a good student. I don't think

I'll be breaking any confidences if I tell you that Miss Hypaetus considers you one of her best pupils."
Alexander was surprised. He'd never known that his homeroom teacher favored him. He relaxed a

bit.



"To the best of my knowledge," continued Mrs. Pollifaxus, "this is the first time you've ever been
sent to see me, isn't it?"

"Yes, ma'am."
"I thought so. Centaurs are seldom mischief-makers. Not like satyrs. Which makes your tardiness

this morning that much more puzzling. Tell me, why were you so late?"
Alexander hesitated. "I – I was looking for something."
"Ah, I see. Lost something, eh? I take it that it was important?"
"No,  ma'am,  I  –  I  didn't  exactly  lose  anything."  It  would  have  been  easier  to  agree  with  her

assumption, but lying came with great difficulty to centaurs. "It was something I saw. I – I wanted to see if I
could find it again."

"I'm not certain I understand." Alexander couldn't see her face against the sunny window, but he
could hear the frown in her voice. "You saw something on your way to school today? Then you lost sight of
it?" Alexander nodded. "And you spent the next hour or two looking for it?"

"Yes, ma'am. I – I kind of – lost track of time, I guess."
"I guess you 'kind of' did." Four or five of the smaller snakes on her head began to stir uneasily, and

Alexander swallowed. "Tell me, young centaur. What precisely was it you saw that would keep you away
from your lessons so long?"

Alexander blushed and whispered something.
"Please speak up, boy-colt. Remember what I said earlier. What was it you saw?"
"A human."
All the snakes suddenly awoke and some of them began to hiss softly. After a short silence, Mrs.

Pollifaxus, her voice still low and even, said, "Alexander, do you know what a 'myth' is?"
"Yes, ma'am. It's a story about something that doesn't really exist."
"Well, that's a little simplistic, but yes, that's basically it. Have you studied myths in class yet?"
"Yes, ma'am. We're studying them now."
"And what do they say about humans?"
"Humans are myths," he recited, "based on inaccurate reports of centaurs or satyrs or merpeople or

even the gods. But, ma'am, this one was real! I saw it!"
"Alexander, how old are you?"
"I'm – I'm 110 years old, ma'am."
"Well, young centaur, I have lived for over five centuries, and never once have I seen a human or

heard of anyone of repute who has. Now, shall we drop this silly game, please? Why were you late today?"
"I saw a human! I really did!"
"Boy-colt,  you're lying!" Mrs.  Pollifaxus' voice had taken on a brittle,  cutting edge.  The hissing

above her grew louder. "I don't know what your game is, but I promise you, if you don't drop this pretense
right now, you will be punished!"

"But ma'am," protested Alexander hopelessly, "I'm not lying! I really saw a human! It was as tall as
my back, and wore some kind of gray cloth, and it was carrying some kind of rectangular brown –”

"That's  enough,  boy-colt!"  snapped  Mrs.  Pollifaxus.  "Follow  me  to  the  detention  room!"  She
carefully raised the gauzy, black veil to cover her face before stepping away from the window. Alexander
tried to keep from crying as he scrambled to his feet, but a few tears tumbled down his cheeks anyway. In
sixty years of school, this was the first time he'd ever had to serve a detention. In fact, this was the first
time he'd ever been in trouble!

Mrs. Pollifaxus led Alexander from her inner sanctum, past the old dryad (who could only sit and
exclaim "Oh dear! Oh my!" the entire time), and into the outer hall. His hoofs echoed mournfully as they
walked along. He hoped the detention room would be empty, but it wasn't; two satyrs, a naiad, and a sprite
were already there, standing against the walls. He was too embarrassed to do more than glance at them as
he walked by.

"Stand there," Mrs. Pollifaxus ordered, indicating a spot next to the naiad. As he meekly obeyed,
she sighed. "Alexander, it honestly hurts me to have to do this. You're a centaur, not a satyr or a sprite!
Look at me. I'll ask you once more, and I want the truth. Did you see a human this morning?"

Alexander sniffed. "Yes."
Mrs. Pollifaxus sighed again, shaking her head slowly. The snakes bobbed and hissed. "Look at me,"



she commanded again. Then she dropped her mask.


