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Chapter 1: June


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "David! 
David Stroud!"


            David
turned to look amongst the crowd.  The people were thronging the stage,
where graduation ceremonies had just ended.  He looked back and forth for
the person who had called his name, and finally he spotted her.


            The
interested party was Jenny Bishop.  David ogled her for a long moment
before he waved at her, and she headed his way, finally finding him amidst the
crowd.


            "Hey! 
Congratulations on making Honors!"


            "I
didn't think I was going to, but yeah, I guess I did okay on those last few
tests."


            "Wish
I could say that.  Anyway, you're going off to school in the fall, aren't
you?"


            "Yeah. 
University of Illinois."


            "Cool! 
What I was gonna say is that, well, I mean, we're never gonna see each other
again, most likely."


            "No...
probably not," he said.  David was a little confused.  As much
as he would have loved to, it wasn't as if he and Jenny had ever hung out or
gone on a date.


            "Well,
I was wondering if... you know, as a graduation celebration... you might want
to," she lowered her voice and said, "do it."


            "Do
it?" David asked dumbly, before his brain kicked in.  "You mean,
'it' it?"


            "Yeah!"
she enthused, still somewhat conspiratorially.


            "I
didn't know you were interested," he said, temporizing.


            "Sure. 
You're pretty good looking, you're obviously smart...  I mean, I couldn't
date you during the year, what with you being kind of a geek, but school's over
now.  I'm going off to NYU, you're going off to Illinois... who gives a
shit?  Let's just do it!"


            "I'm
game," David said enthusiastically.  "When?"


            "Tonight. 
Nine o'clock.  Do you know the old abandoned house on Spooner
Street?"


            "Yeah...
why there?"


            "It
has... fond memories for me.  I've been in there a few times, and it just
makes it special."


            "Okay. 
I'll be there," he assured her.


            "Great! 
See ya!"  She breezed off, back into the crowd.  David did not
see the thumbs up and smile she gave to someone else.  He was too busy
working his way out of the crowd.  If he was going to get laid tonight, he
needed to take another shower.


-----


            "Where
are you off to tonight?" David's father asked.


            "Who
says I'm going anywhere?" David tried, knowing it wasn't a credible bluff.


            "Oh,
c'mon.  You never shower twice in the same day.  I know 'prepping for
a girl' when I see it," his father said with a grin.  "Who is
she?"


            "Jenny
Bishop.  She was in a couple of my classes."


            "Hot?"


            "Scott!"
David's mother scolded.  "That is not important.  Is she
nice?"


            Scott
snorted.


            "I
think so," David said.


            "Kinda
late... shouldn't you be leaving?" his dad asked him.


            "I'm
not meeting her until nine."


            "Late
date," he replied.  "Don't you think you should be getting to
bed early, so you can make it to work?"


            "I
have tomorrow off, Dad.  Sheesh.  It's the day after
graduation.  None of the students are working!"


            "Oh. 
Right.  Forgot."


            "Anyway,
I won't be out horribly late, I don't think."


            "Just
try to stay out of trouble," his mother told him.


            "I
will," he promised.


-----


            David
made his way up the walk, the house before him dark and foreboding.  Why
the hell would she want to have sex here? he wondered.  Still, he had
not been laid enough times to be willing to blow off this opportunity just
because of a creepy location.


            He
pushed open the front door, expecting it to creak.  Thankfully, it didn't,
but when he walked through, it banged closed in the wind.  He waited for
his heart to settle back down, and for his eyes to adjust to the gloom.


            Once
he felt he could see well enough, he started to make his way through the house.


            "Jenny?"
he called out once.  His voice echoed in some distant corridor, but there
was no reply to his call.  Outside, a distant peal of thunder rolled.


            "Oh,
just great.  I really needed that," he mumbled to
himself.  Late June storms were common to the area, and this one had been
accurately predicted by the weatherman, but that didn't improve David's mood
one bit.


            Suddenly,
off to his right, David heard some shuffling, coming from another room.


            "What
the hell was that?" he asked no one in particular.  "Jenny, is
that you?" he called out.  There was no answer.


            From
upstairs, he heard faint voices.  They seemed to be echoing, as if from a
distance.  He didn't know exactly what was going on, but he was bound and
determined to find out.


            David
wasn't one for superstitions, and he didn't believe in ghosts.  If there
were voices upstairs, then someone was up there talking.


            Slowly,
David made his way up the stairs, which did creak, loudly.  The
shivers that went up his spine belied his stated disbelief in the supernatural.


            "Fuck,"
he muttered under his breath, and continued up the steps.


            Once
he was in the upstairs hall, the voices seemed louder, but were still
indeterminate.  He couldn't make out words, only the whispers.  It
seemed as if they were coming from a room to his left, near the middle of the
hallway.


            David
pushed open that door, and walked in.


            "You
in here, Jenny?" he asked.  He was fairly sure now that Jenny was not
in the house, and that he had been stood up.  Now, he just wanted to know
what the noises were.


            As
he entered the room, the noises faded off.  No more voices were
heard.  From behind him, however, a loud clunk sounded from another room.


            David
whipped around, looking for the source of the noise.  As he spun, he lost
his balance, and backpedaled in an effort to regain his footing.  He had
seen the rotting floorboards when he entered, but now, more intent on remaining
upright, he forgot about them...


            He
was reminded when he heard the first crack!  He tried to step off,
but it was already too late; the board was breaking beneath him, and solid
ground was more than a quick step away.


            David
fell through the floor.


            The
room below had high ceilings, and so David had a good eight feet to fall before
he hit anything at all.  When he did land, it was in the worst possible
place imaginable.


            Directly
beneath David was a table.  On that table sat an old-fashioned birdcage,
large enough for a raven, or an owl.  It was round, with a huge brass
spire on its top for decoration.  The spire was the first thing David hit
as he fell.  He was falling fast enough that, even as the cage began to
collapse, the spire was piercing his back.  His continued fall drove it
deeper into his body.  The table on which the cage was sitting collapsed,
and David finally completed his journey to the floor, but the damage had
already been done.  The spire, large and heavy, had penetrated the front
of David's body, ripping a hole in his shirt, which was quickly stained with
blood.


            His
blood.


            But
why didn't he feel any pain?


            David
looked up at the ceiling.  He must be in shock.  That was it. 
People in shock didn't feel pain.


            Right?


            Suddenly,
David saw three boys from school appear in the opening he had created when he
fell.  He recognized all of them.  They were popular kids.  One
was a football player.  Another was the student body president.  The
last was... Jenny Bishop's brother.


            That
bitch!  And to think I actually wanted to screw her!  David
understood instantly that he had been duped.  It was nothing more than a
prank.


            "Shit,
dude, he doesn't look good," Jenny's brother said.


            "I
think he's fuckin' dead!" said the football player.


            "Let's
get the hell out of here!" the student body president said.  The
faces disappeared from the opening, and David heard footsteps running down the
stairs.  He thought to call out to them, for them to at least call an
ambulance...


            But
no words would come out of his mouth.


            Am
I dying? he asked himself.


            "You
are well past that point," a voice said to him, clearly and distinctly,
but there was no one he could see.


            Who
are you? David asked.


            "My
name is Jacob Pendergrast."


            Where
are you?


            "You'll
see me in a minute or two," Jacob assured him.  "The transition
can take a little while, depending on the trauma involved."


            Is
this a dream?


            "No."


            So...
who are you, exactly?


            "I
am the cause of your latest bad luck."


            David
felt himself sliding.  He was moving upward, out of the pile of debris his
fall had caused.  Soon, he was standing in a clear spot of floor.  He
turned to look at the spot where he had been-


            Where
he was still lying.


            "What
the fuck?" David asked rhetorically.  He was startled when Jacob - or
he assumed it was Jacob - suddenly appeared next to him.


            "Don't
worry.  It will fade shortly," Jacob reassured him.  "You
have moved on to a new form.  The old one is no longer needed."


            "What
the hell are you talking about?  Did I... Am I dead?"


            "Yes...
and no."


            "What
the hell is that supposed to mean?"


            "Had
your accident taken place anywhere other than here, you would be most assuredly
dead, and on your way to Haven as we speak."


            "You
mean Heaven," David corrected.


            "No,
I do not.  But that's not the issue now.  The issue now is that you did
have your accident here, in this house.  In my... prison."


            "Prison? 
You're going to keep me here?"


            "You
misunderstand.  The prison is not so that I may hold others.  The
prison holds me."


            "I'm
really confused."


            "As
well you might be.  Please, sit.  Even in your new form, sitting is
more pleasant than standing to converse."  The two moved over to some
chairs, away from the clutter of the accident.


            David
sank down into an arm chair, and Jacob alighted gently on the arm of a sofa.


            "Look,
could I just get a few, simple, answers?"


            "I
will tell you what I can."


            "Am
I dead?"


            "It
would be more accurate to say that you are no longer alive."


            "Isn't
that the same thing?"


            "Not
in our case."


            "What
the hell does that mean?" David demanded in frustration.


            "I
am what is known as a demighost.  And now, so are you."


            "What
the hell is a demighost?  And I don't believe in ghosts."


            "That,
my young friend, is your problem.  I'm sure that your disbelief
will fade after the first hundred or so that you meet.  A demighost is
neither true ghost, nor human.  We are an in-between form.  We are
one of the classes of the 'undead'.


            "Would
you be offended if I said 'bullshit'?"


            "Not
really.  I can imagine, coming from Earth as you do, that the idea of such
things as the undead is completely foreign to you."


            "They're
things people make bad movies about."


            "Ah."


            "So,
I take it you're an alien then?"


            Jacob
took on a puzzled expression.  David explained, "You said, 'coming
from Earth as you do.'  I assume that means you don't come from
Earth, which makes you an alien, right?"


            "Ah,"
Jacob said in enlightenment.  "No, not exactly.  You see, there
are three... realms, or worlds... planes of existence?  Let's stick with
worlds.  There are three worlds that exist, one on top of the other. 
In some ways, these places are identical.  In other ways, they are
completely different, but the key thing is that they occupy the same
space.  It is very complicated, and I don't wish to get into it all right
now, as it is not, strictly speaking, relevant to your condition.  Rest assured,
there are three 'worlds' within one.


            "You
know one of these places as Earth.  It's where you were born, I assume,
and where you grew up.  I would hope I don't need to tell you about
Earth."


            "Not
really."


            "The
second world is called Haven.  It is the land of the dead.  The land
of ghosts."


            "We
call that 'Heaven'."


            "No,
you do not.  The concept of Heaven is a complete myth.  Haven is
nothing like your mythical Heaven.  It is merely another level of
existence.  Ghosts, those souls that have died, live in Haven, for all
eternity.  Or until they get fed up with the whole thing, whichever comes
first."


            "So...
what's Haven like?"


            "You're
sitting in it right now."


            "I'm
in a house on Spooner Street."


            "Not
exactly.  It looks to you like you're in a house on Spooner
Street.  When your corporeal body died, you passed into Haven."


            "So,
Haven looks just like Ear-Agh!" David screamed, clutching his chest in
intense pain.


            "Ah. 
Oh.  So very sorry.  I forgot to warn you about the pain. 
Because you died of such a ghastly injury, you will be in severe discomfort for
a few days.  Don't bother taking anything for it; it won't work.  The
pain will ease over the next hours, and should be gone entirely in three or
four days."


            "Fuckingshitgoddamnedmotherfuckersonofabitch!"
David streamed every epithet he knew and made up several for the
occasion.  Slowly, over the course of minutes, David was able to get
himself under control.  A few deep breaths allowed him to at least talk
once again.


            "This
fucking hurts!" he growled.


            "Yes. 
Traumatic death usually does," Jacob said deadpan.


            "So,"
David said, gritting his teeth against the discomfort, "Haven looks just
like Earth."


            "No. 
What you are seeing right now is the overlap between the two worlds. 
There are places where the border between Earth and Haven is especially
thin.  In those places, it is possible to see, hear, and even sometimes
interact, across worlds.  These are the things you know as... haunted
houses?  Yes?"


            "That's
what they're called, if that's what you're asking," David said through
gritted teeth.  The pain was still quite intense.


            "Anyway,
there isn't anything actually here, in Haven.  We are interacting, through
the barrier, with what exists in Earth."


            "I
still don't get it."


            "No,
and I don't really think now is the best time for you to try to absorb any new
information about your condition.  You should go home now, and rest."


            "How
the fuck can I go home?  You said I was in Haven now!"


            "You
may travel the border between Haven and Earth wherever it is thin."


            "Hey,
wait... you said three worlds."


            "We
can discuss this further at a future date.  Now, listen carefully to
me.  Go home, and go to bed.  In the morning, when the sun rises, you
will once again take human form."


            "You
said I was a ghost," David objected.


            "No,
I didn't, but listen.  You will remain in human form all day. 
When the sun sets, you will return to your ethereal form.  I would
recommend that you not be in the presence of anyone when that
happens.  And one last thing; the transition is somewhat
uncomfortable."


            "Oh,
that's fucking nice," David opined.


            "Yes,
I thought you might enjoy that piece of news," Jacob said with a
grin.  "If you need to talk, I will be here.  I have no choice
in the matter.  I will always be here.  You need to go
now."


            "How?"


            "Just
envision yourself crossing the barrier."


            "What's
it look like?"


            "You
can imagine any kind of barrier you like.  It can be as simple as a door
that you must open and walk through in your mind.  It is the image of you
crossing that is important, not what you are crossing."


            "Okay." 
David closed his eyes tightly, scrunching them up as hard as he could, and
tried to make an image of himself moving from one place, through a shimmery
curtain, to a place that looked exactly like the first place.  When he
opened his eyes, he was right where he had been.


            But
Jacob was gone.


            "I'm
still here," Jacob said to him, his voice quieter than it had been. 
"You have crossed the barrier, and so you cannot easily see me
anymore.  Go home.  Rest.  Be careful."


            "Yeah,"
David said, the pain returning to him full force.  He'd been able to
mentally block it out while he'd been concentrating on the transition, but now
had no such thing to focus on.


            "Good
night," Jacob said, his voice drifting off on a non-existent breeze.


-----


            It
took two hours for David to stagger his way home, in pain, confused, and a
little bit scared.  He didn't know exactly what had happened to himself,
and he was leery of meeting the day.


            David
unlocked the door, not thinking a thing about the fact that he could manipulate
real objects, even though he could see through his own hand.  He walked in
the door, closed and locked it, and then stumbled his way to the
bathroom.  He took the Tylenol out of the cabinet and, ignoring Jacob's
advice, swallowed four of them with a large swig of water.


            After
realizing he had absolutely no urge to pee, David lurched his way to his
bedroom, managing to close the door tightly before he collapsed onto his bed,
curled up into a fetal position, and fell blissfully asleep.


            Only
thing was, he felt the pain in his dreams, too.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
awoke to a sharp rapping on his door.


            "David? 
David, are you in there?"  It was his mother.


            David
looked at the clock on his nightstand.  It said that it was four o'clock
in the afternoon.


            Holy
shit!  I've been asleep for like fourteen hours or something! 
The next thought that struck him was the pain.  It had diminished to the
point that he no longer gritted his teeth, but it was still very uncomfortable.


            Shit,
I can't let Mom see me... or see through me, or... he suddenly noticed that
he was solid again.


            His
mother continued to pound on the door.  Finally, David uncurled himself
and stood up, a little dizzy and stiff.    


            "I'm
here, Mom.  I'm okay.  Stop trying to break the door down."


            Quickly,
David took off his shirt, which still had a hole in it and was covered in
blood.  He tossed it into a corner where it wouldn't be noticed, and then
he took a look down at his chest.


            He
could see a mark where the wound had been, but the skin had already healed over
it.


            How
is that possible?


            "David,
are you all right?  You've been locked up in there all day!"


            Sighing,
David walked over to the door and unlocked it.  He hadn't even realized
that he'd locked the door when he'd gone to bed.  He opened the door to
let his mother in.


            "I'm
fine, Mom," he lied.  He was horribly confused and still fighting
waves of pain.


            "What's
that?" she asked immediately, pointing to the mark on his chest. 
"God, David, you look ghostly pale!"


            David
tried not to smirk.  Nice choice of words, Mom.


            "I'm
not feeling well.  That's why I've been sleeping all day.  The bruise
is from last night.  Turned out Jenny was playing a prank on me. 
Some of her friends tried to scare me, and I tripped and hit myself on the edge
of a sofa."


            "Are
you hurt?  Do we need to take you-"


            "Mom,"
David said, rolling his eyes theatrically at her.  "I'm fine,
except for this flu or whatever.  I think I'd better call in sick to work
for tomorrow, just to be on the safe side.  And I think I'm gonna just
take a shower and go back to bed."


            "You
need to eat something," she insisted.


            "I'd
probably just puke it back up," he told her.  In truth, he felt no
hunger, and no desire to eat at the moment.


            "You've
got to eat something, David.  You've got to keep your strength
up."


            Why? 
Am I going to die of starvation?  To his mother, he said, "Okay,
maybe some tea and toast, then.  After the shower, though."


            "A
cool shower is best for a fever," she told him as he walked to the
bathroom.  He was amazed; she had never checked him for a fever.


            Good
thing, since I don't have one, he thought with a grin as he stepped into
the shower.


-----


            David
was lying on his bed, trying to relax despite the pain, as he noticed it getting
darker out.  He looked over at his clock: nearly 8:30.


            The
sun should be setting any minute now.  I wonder if all of this was just
some kind of fucked-up dream, or if some weird shit is actually going to happen
in the next few minutes.


            His
question was answered a couple minutes later when his body first began to
tingle, and then started to feel as though it was burning.  David was once
again gritting his teeth, his entire body tensed, as it faded out of
existence.  When the burning passed, and the tension eased, David opened
his eyes.


            Once
again, he could see right through his body.


            Aw,
fuck.  This is too weird.  I'm a ghost, then I'm not, then I am...
what the hell!


            David
knew that he could not be seen in this shape.  He walked to the door and opened
it a crack.  Seeing no one, he called out, "Mom?"


            He
closed the door as she came to the end of the hallway.  He heard her come
to his door.


            "What
is it, Honey?" she asked through the door.


            "Just
wanted to say good-night.  I'm going to go to sleep now.  Hopefully I
can beat this... whatever it is... in one night."


            "Okay. 
Did you call your boss?"


            Shit! 
"No.  I'll do that now, before I go to bed."


            "Okay,
Sweetheart.  Rest well."


            As
his mother walked away from the door, David cursed at forgetting about his
boss.  He certainly could not go into work half-invisible.  Unless he
could find a way to remain a person, rather than a ghost, he was in real
trouble.


            David
called his boss, and then lay back down on the bed.  He didn't know what
to do at this point.  What he really needed were some answers.


            I
need to go back and talk to Jacob... if he really exists.


            David
got up, and then had to decide what to do next.  He couldn't go out the
front door; his parents were in the living room, and would half-see him. 
After a few moments of thinking, he decided to go out the window.  Seconds
later, he slipped off, into the night.


-----


            "Jacob,
are you here?" David called out, standing in the same room they had
chatted in the previous night.


            "I
told you, I am always here," his voice said.


            "Why
can't I see you?"


            "You're
in Earth.  I'm in Haven.  The vagaries of my curse mean you cannot
see me without being here."


            "I
am here."


            "In
Haven, I mean."


            "Oh. 
How do I get there?"


            "The
same way you got back."


            David
closed his eyes and imagined himself passing through the shimmering curtain
again.  When he opened his eyes, Jacob was standing a few feet from him.


            "Welcome
back to Haven.  I see you have already mastered the transition from one to
the other."


            "If
you call that mastery," David grumbled.


            "What
can I do for you tonight?"


            "You
can explain what you have to do with Jenny."


            "Jenny? 
Unless you're referring to Genevieve Turnbull - something I highly doubt, as
she died some four hundred years ago - I'm afraid I don't know to whom you're
referring."


            "You
said last night that you were the cause of my accident... Jenny and her friends
set me up, which is how I died, so..."


            "Ah,
I see your misunderstanding.  What I said was that I was the cause of your
latest bad luck.  I was not referring to the prank played upon you. 
I was referring to your transformation into a demighost."


            "How
is that your fault?"


            "I
mentioned that I am imprisoned here, yes?"


            "Yeah."


            "I
am imprisoned by the curse of a dark wizard.  An additional effect of the
curse is that the first person to die within the confines of my prison will
share my form.  I am a demighost, and you died in my prison, thus, you are
a demighost, as well.  Had I been a normal ghost, you, too, would have
been a normal ghost.  But I am not, and so you are not."


            "I
don't believe in wizards."


            "You
certainly have a lot of things you don't believe in.  Is there
anything that you do believe in?"


            "Things
I can see, hear, touch..."


            "Ah,
well, then I imagine over the next months and years, your beliefs will expand
greatly.  Take my word for it young man, there are wizards, ghosts,
and monsters the likes of which Earth has never seen... at least, not for many
millennia."


            "Then
where are they?  In Haven?"


            "No. 
There are only a few monsters in Haven, and they cannot leave it. 
Horrific beasts they are, but not at all troublesome to those in Earth."


            "Where,
then?"


            "The
magical beings live in the third world I mentioned, the place known as Dugerra."


            "And
so, all the magic stuff happens in Dugerra?  How can you be imprisoned
here, then?"


            "Magic
may occur anywhere.  Much magic happens in Earth, though it is carefully
hidden, since most Earthers, like yourself, take a rather skeptical view of it,
and we don't wish to panic people."


            "Uh-huh. 
Anyway, I had some other questions."


            "Do
go on," Jacob said, waving his hand magnanimously.


            "How
can I keep myself from changing back to a ghost at night?"


            "Right
now, you can't."


            "What
do you mean, 'right now'?"


            "You
are still recovering from your injury.  You still feel the pain,
correct?"


            David
put a hand to his chest.  "Yeah."


            "Until
that pain is gone, you cannot control your fading."


            "Fading?"


            "Changing
form from solid to ethereal and back."


            "Oh. 
Hey, why is it you don't just become solid and go to Earth, and leave
here?"


            "Becoming
solid is precisely what my curse prevents.  I am not allowed to
fade.  I also cannot do magic."


            "Well,
that sucks."


            Jacob
took a moment to figure out this modern phrase, and then said, "Quite."


            "How
long is it gonna take for me to heal?"


            "How
bad is the pain?"


            "I
can stand it, but it's very uncomfortable."


            "Two
more days, most likely."


            "How
the hell am I supposed to hide myself for another two days?  I slept
through most of today, but..."


            "How
you do that is your concern.  When I became a demighost, I was in Dugerra,
and had no need to hide myself.  I know little to nothing of Earth, having
never been there, and so I can't really guide you."


            "Oh."


            "I
will tell you this, David.  You are now a magical being.  You are
capable of performing magic.  This means more than you think it does...
and it will cause you more trouble than you can conceive of."


            "I'm
sure."


            "I
am being serious.  The last piece of advice I can give you is this: 
If you ever meet a man wearing a badge that resembles a hawk and glows from its
center, do not resist him.  The Rimohrs don't deal kindly with people who
fight them."


            "Rimohrs?"


            "The
investigators of the Office of Outlawed Magic."


            David
snickered.


            "Laugh
if you want, but if you ever meet one, please heed my warning.  Now, is
there any other information you want to hear?"


            "Tell
me about Dugerra," David said.


            "Anything
I would tell you about Dugerra would be woefully out of date and
inaccurate.  Possibly dangerously so.  I have not been to Dugerra for
one hundred fifty years."


            "Damn. 
Just how old are you?"


            "Approximately
eight hundred seventy years.  I have mostly stopped counting, but someone
mentions it to me from time to time."


            "Someone? 
I thought you were trapped here."


            "I
must stay here, but that does not prevent others from coming and going. 
The other ghosts occasionally come and talk with me."


            "Oh. 
Are there any around now?"


            "Do
you see any?" he asked, motioning with his hands.


            "No."


            "Ghosts
may be hard to see on Earth, but in Haven, and in Dugerra, they are readily
visible.  Well, except when they don't want to be."


            "Huh?"


            "You
have two ghostly forms, as well as your human form.  One ghostly form is
as we appear now.  Your other ethereal form is entirely invisible."


            "How
do I become invisible?" David immediately wanted to know.


            "Imagine
it the same way you imagine moving from Earth to Haven, and it will
happen."


            David
closed his eyes and imagined himself slowly disappearing from sight.  When
he opened his eyes, nothing seemed different.


            "Shit,
it didn't work," he said.


            "Try
looking down," Jacob recommended.


            David
did, and it took him a minute to realize that he should be looking at his legs,
but they weren't there.  "Holy shit, it worked!  Does this work
in Earth, too?"


            "It
works anywhere.  It's not an effect of the place, it is an effect of who
you are."


            "Cool."


            "I'm
sorry?  There should be no thermal effect..."


            David
snickered.  "Just an expression.  I meant to say it's... uh...
'neat'."


            "Ah,
I see.  I'm sorry, but the ghosts who come to talk with me are as old as I
am, or older.  The newer language is generally ignored in favor of
traditional speech."


            "Oh. 
What about in Dugerra?"


            "Dugerra
is an unusual place with a mix of language styles.  Since many of
Dugerra's occupants come from Earth, the language tends to keep pace.  You
seem interested in Dugerra.  Do you wish to go there?"


            "Can
I?" David asked.


            "Not
without preparation," Jacob said.  David frowned.


            "I
was hoping to see proof of magic."


            "Your
existence is not enough?"


            "I
don't really see myself as magical.  I'm just... here."


            "Hmph. 
Well, you may get to see Dugerra, someday, but don't rush things.  Get
used to your status.  Learn who you are."


            "Okay. 
Thanks."


            "You
are most welcome.  And you should probably return home now, before you are
missed."


            "They
think I'm asleep with the flu."


            "If
your mother is anything like mine, she will have trouble resisting the urge to
check on you."


            "Good
point," David said.  "I'd better get going."


            "Good
evening to you, David."


            "Good...
hey, wait!  I've never told you my name..."


            "The
boys who were waiting here for you mentioned it several times."


            "Oh. 
Those bastards."


            "All
of them?"


            "Huh?"


            "They
all come from unwed mothers?"


            David
laughed outright.  "Another expression.  It means they're...
jerks."


            "Ah,
I see.  Well, good evening to you."


            "Yeah,
G'night."


-----


            David
had just finished undressing and slipping under the covers when he heard the
door to his room creak open.  He blessed his luck for holding out, until
he realized that his mother would probably want to see or touch him, and he
wasn't really "there".


            David
cursed silently and pulled the covers up over his head.  He heard his
mother walk into the room and along his bed.  He sensed, more than
anything, that she was about to reach for him, probably to feel his forehead.


            David
shifted, groaning in his feigned sleep, as if he was having a bad dream, as he
knew he was prone to doing when he was sick.  He was now looking in his
mother's direction, and shifted the blanket just enough so that he could see
out of it.  He saw her pull her hand back and look down at the lump of the
blanket for a long moment.  Then, to David's utter relief, she left the
room.


            David
relaxed, lying back on the bed and sighing.  If I can just make it two
more days...  The pain in his chest was almost a background now. 
It still hurt like hell, but he had grown used to it, and so he was able, for
short periods, to forget it was there.


            He
considered, as he lay there, what he had become.  He still wasn't sure he
really believed he was dead.  After all, he was still sleeping in his own
room, living with his parents.  On the other hand, he absolutely could not
deny that he had made himself completely invisible tonight.


            He
fell asleep wondering what he could do with that ability.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            The
next morning, David woke late again.  The pain in his chest had diminished
noticeably, to perhaps half of what it had been the night before.  Now, it
was a soreness, and nothing he couldn't put up with until it was gone. 
The real concern, of course, was that Jacob had said that David would not be
able to control his fading until the pain was completely gone.


            David
went to the kitchen to get something to eat before he even realized that he was
not at all hungry.  It had simply been a habit; when he rose, he had
breakfast.  He found that he had no desire to eat, but since his mother
was standing there, watching him, he decided he'd better choke something down,
for the sake of keeping up appearances.


            He
discovered that, though he was not hungry, he did still enjoy the taste of his
Crunch Berries.  He ate his bowl slowly, thinking over everything that had
happened to him in the last couple days.


            "You
still look very pale, David," his mother said, interrupting his train of
thought.


            David
decided to keep up the act, at least for a couple more days.  "I'm
still not feeling well.  I hope I don't end up puking this up in a little
while."


            His
mother frowned, and went to feel his forehead.  She stopped a few inches
away when he gave her an "I'm eighteen now, not eight" look. 
She dropped her hand and went to the fridge, where she retrieved the orange
juice and gave him a glass of it.


            "Orange
juice is good.  It's got lots of Vitamin C."


            "Yes,
Mom," he said, rolling his eyes where she couldn't see.  He drank the
orange juice like a good little boy, and then, having finished his breakfast,
he went back to his room to act like he was sick some more.


            So,
I can still eat, he thought to himself.  And drink... but I haven't
gone to the bathroom in two days!  So, where's all the food going?  I
guess that's one of those things to ask Jacob about.


            David
found he was both still tired, and totally bored, and he soon found himself
asleep again.


-----


            David
ate dinner with his parents, and was trying to get back into having a
normal-styled life.  He sat in the den and was watching TV.  A sitcom
had just ended, and another was about to begin.  David had lost all track
of time.


            Suddenly,
he felt a tingling all over his body.  The tingling quickly became a burning
sensation.


            "Oh,
shit," he said to himself.  He grasped his chest, which hurt more
while he was transitioning, and he ran from the room.  He dashed to his
bedroom, pushing the door shut, but his parents were close on his heels,
worried that his illness had become truly serious.


            "David? 
What's the matter?" his mother asked.


            "Get
out!  Get out!" he cried.  He knew it was futile; there was no
way they were going to leave with him wailing things like that at them, but he
couldn't think clearly, and the change began, his body tensing all over. 
He collapsed onto the bed, his muscles rigid and unable to support him, and he
faded.


            When
the burning was gone, and his body could move again, David opened his eyes
slowly.  As he expected, both of his parents looked terrified.  He
was now a shimmery translucent being, tinged bluish-white, and quite obviously not
a normal teenage boy with the flu.


            "Dav-"
his mother started, but couldn't even finish his name, putting her hand to her
mouth.


            "It's
me, Mom."


            "David,
what's happened to you?" His father asked, trying to keep a tight grip on
his emotions.


            "It's
complicated, and I'm not sure I believe what I've been told," David told
them.


            "Which
is what?" his mother gasped behind her hand.


            "Jenny
set me up.  She didn't want a date.  Her friends just wanted to play
a practical joke on me."


            "Practical
jokes don't do this," his father objected.


            "Well...
they do, if..."


            "If
what?" his mother wanted to know.


            "If
they kill you," he said.  He thought his mother was about to faint.


            "That's
not funny, David," his father replied sharply.


            "I'm
not trying to be funny.  I was told that I am... well, he insisted on
saying that I am 'no longer alive', rather than that I am dead."


            "Who
is 'he'?" his father wanted to know.


            "His
name is Jacob.  He is... well, again, he said he's a
ghost."  The whole concept of demighost was so foreign to David that
he simply ignored it.  "He lives in the house where I... died."


            "Stop
saying that!" his mother screamed.  "You're not David!  David
would never play this kind of joke on us!"


            "Mom,
I," he said, rising from the bed.


            His
mother flinched behind her husband, and David's father raised his hand.


            "That's
close enough."


            David
took another step.  "Dad..."


            His
parents bolted out of the room.  Neither of them could stand to look at
something that resembled their son but was so completely foreign.  David
ran after them.


            "Mom! 
Dad!"


            "Get
away from us!  You're... you're some kind of evil spirit!  What have
you done with David?  Give me back my little boy!"


            "I
am David!" he cried out.


            David's
mother picked up a vase and hurled it at him.  Instinctually, he raised
his hands and hoped it would miss him.  The vase sailed right through his
body and shattered against the wall behind him.  He looked down at
himself, then back at the vase, and said something that did not help matters at
all.


            "Hey,
cool!"


            "Out! 
Get out of our house!  You are not welcome here, dark spirit!" his
father said.  David had known that his parents were fearful of the supernatural
and the unknown.  He had not expected it to impact him directly.


            "What
have you done with my son!" his mother demanded.


            "I
am your son!" he repeated.


            "LIES!"
she screeched, hurling another heavy object at him.  This, too, sailed
right through him, this time denting the wall and falling to the floor.


            David,
seeing no satisfactory end to this confrontation, closed his eyes and thought
himself into invisibility.


            Scott
and Debra Stroud, seeing the... whatever-it-was... was gone, collapsed into separate
chairs.  It was only seconds before Debra started sobbing uncontrollably.


            Scott
went over to console her, but it was no use.  She repeated over and over,
"My son is gone!"


            David
couldn't stand to watch this.  He moved over to the front door, and then
wondered if it was possible for him to move through it without opening
it.  Taking one look back at his parents, he pushed himself through the
door, and left.


            David
walked down the sidewalk until he reached the corner of his street.  He
looked back, wondering if he would ever enter his parents' home again.


-----


            "I
didn't expect you back tonight," Jacob said.


            "I... 
I think I fucked up."


            Jacob
spent some time trying to figure out that particular linguistic conjuration,
and then finally gave up.  "What happened?"


            "My
parents saw me fade."


            "I
warned you about not letting that happen," Jacob said.


            "I
know.  I just lost track of the time.  Then, when it started, I ran
from the room, but that only made them more curious, and they followed me,
and... well... they... kinda, threw me out of the house.  Sorta."


            "Well,
that is annoying."


            "Annoying?"
David asked incredulously.  "I have nowhere to live!"


            "You
can live anywhere you like.  Including there, if you wish.  You're a
demighost, what are they going to do to you?"


            "I
still don't get this whole 'demighost' thing.  What's the
difference?"


            "Your
average ghost cannot leave Haven.  They are bound inside its
borders.  Of course, its borders are huge, much larger than Earth, but
still.  A ghost cannot live in Earth or Dugerra.  In Haven, solid
forms are not permitted, thus, as long as I am bound in Haven, I cannot become
solid.  As a demighost, you may exist anywhere.  You can live in
Haven, if you choose, or you can live in Earth or Dugerra.  Honestly, I
wouldn't recommend Haven."


            "Why
not?"


            "Sort
of a depressing place, people wishing they were still alive.  They resent
people like you, by the way, so don't expect a lot of ghostly welcome when you
visit other parts of Haven."


            "Oh. 
Great."


            Jacob
recognized this as sarcasm.  "What will you do?"


            "I
was kind of hoping you'd have some suggestions."


            "I
do not know Earth, and I cannot recommend Haven or Dugerra to you.  I am
afraid you will have to find your own way for a while.  I would ask a
favor, however."


            "What's
that?"


            "Please
do not haunt this house.  I like my privacy."


            David
actually chuckled at that.  "Okay."


            "Do
you have any new questions for me?"


            David
thought for a minute.  "Um, yeah.  Just so I don't have to come
back here when the time comes, how do I keep myself from becoming a ghost at
sundown?"


            "To
prevent yourself from fading, or to fade at times other than the twilight
boundaries, you must first relax yourself, even though you will want to
stiffen.  Cross your arms over your chest, but do not clench your
fists.  Take one deep breath, envision yourself in the form you wish, and
then exhale sharply.  Be forewarned; this will be more uncomfortable than
the normal transition, as you are fighting the natural process."


            "How
long can I remain in my... uh... 'wrong form'?"


            "Indefinitely,
but you will find that it drains you slightly after a while.  Doing normal
activities, you won't notice, but if you must be doing something strenuous, you
may notice that you fatigue more quickly."


            "So,
what would happen if I tried to become solid, right here?"


            "It
would not work.  You are in Haven.  It is impossible for solid matter
to exist here."


            "Oh. 
Um... Oh!  Do I still um, need to eat?"


            "No."


            "Is
it safe to do so?"


            "Safe?"


            "Well,
I've been eating the last couple days, but not... uh... going to the
bathroom.  Am I going to explode or something?"


            Jacob
chuckled.  "Your body processes anything you consume directly into
energy.  You don't digest food anymore, you transform it.  So yes, it
is perfectly safe for you to eat, and drink... and you will never gain another
pound."


            "What,
you mean I can't get fat?"


            "You
cannot get fat, old, or wrinkled.  In fact, you will look exactly as you
look now, forever."


            "Well,
that's... kinda cool."


            "This
is another one of those expressions?"


            "Yeah,"
David said, chuckling embarrassedly.  "Do you have anything else I
should know?"


            "Without
knowing your plans, I cannot say."


            "I...
haven't got any plans."


            "Then
I 'haven't got any' advice."


            "Can
I come back here, if I have questions?"


            "Of
course.  Drop in any time.  I'm not likely to be doing anything for
the next four or five thousand years..."


            "Uh...
yeah.  Thanks, Jacob, for all your help."


            "Take
care of yourself, young man.  And remember what I said about
Rimohrs."


            "I
will.  Good-bye."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
left Spooner Street and wandered for a couple hours, trying to decide what to
do.  He realized that he had an immediate need; to find a place to sleep
for the night.  Whether or not he physically needed it - and he'd
forgotten to ask Jacob that - he needed it psychologically.  He was
drained, and he needed some time to just let his thoughts recuperate from the
horrible events of the night.


            He
considered returning to his own home on Evergreen Terrace, but that was out of
the question.  If his parents caught him sleeping in his room, there would
be hell to pay.


            Hey,
wait... Tracey and her parents went out of town today!  I could stay in
their house!  Tracey was one of their neighbors, a couple years
younger than David.  He knew they had gone to Florida, and would be gone
for a couple of weeks.  That would, he hoped, be plenty of time for him to
figure out what he was going to do about his situation.  At the very
least, it would give him a place to hide out while he was waiting to heal.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
spent several days at Tracey's house before he ever ventured back
outside.  He was completely healed now, and the pain was gone.  He
had spent all of the previous night in human form, just to see what it was
like.  He had not noticed any severe fatigue on his system, but Jacob had
said it would only show itself if he was active.


            Right
now, he was in ghost form, in the middle of the day.  He was going to
leave the house, and he didn't figure it would be a good idea to be seen on this
street.  He left the house the same way he had come in - by slipping
straight through the front door - and walked down the street.  He didn't
really know where he was going, he just needed to get out of the house and move
around a bit, to help him think.


            A
couple hours of aimless wandering led David to the local mall, and he decided
to go inside and watch people go by.  He found a bench and was about to
sit down on it, but then realized that might get weird if someone decided to
sit where he was sitting.  Instead, he sat up on a fountain.


            David
considered his condition as his eyes watched the world go by.  When he saw
Jenny and her brother, however, his mind snapped into focus.  He
immediately jumped down off the fountain, and walked after them.  They appeared
to be done with their shopping, and were heading home.


            David
slipped into the back seat of Jenny's brother's car as the two were putting
their crap in the trunk.  He found it strange that brother and sister
shopped together, but figured they might be shopping for a parent's birthday or
something, so didn't bother worrying about it.


            On
the drive home, Jenny said, "So, when are you gonna tell me exactly what
you guys did to David?  C'mon, I'm the one that started the whole thing,
and I missed out on the fun part!"


            "It
wasn't really that much fun, Jen.  I think David got pretty badly
hurt."


            "Oh,
c'mon.  He couldn't be too badly hurt."


            "Jen,
you didn't see him..."


            "I
went by his house yesterday."


            "What? 
Why?"


            "Well,
I was having an attack of the guilts, because you guys said he got hurt. 
His mom said he's left town.  If he's up and moving around like that, he
couldn't have been hurt too badly."


            "Really? 
Damn, I could've sworn... must have been the darkness.  I really thought
that little twit was dead."


            "What
did you guys do to him?"


            The
boy chuckled.  "We tried to scare him, make him think the house was
haunted."


            It
was, you little shit. David thought to himself.


            "Anyway,
it wasn't working at first, but then Paul made this loud noise, and I think the
guy wet his pants!  He whirled around looking for the noise... and that's
when he got hurt.  The floor gave way beneath him."


            "Well,
serves him right, thinking he could actually get with me."  It was
clear that she felt no regret, now that she knew he was all right.


            "He
always was an annoying little prick, doing his freakin' schoolwork at lunch,
even."


            "Yeah. 
Glad he's gone.  I guess he must have gone to college early or
something.  His mom wouldn't give me any details, she just said he 'left'."


            "They're
probably glad to be rid of him, too," her brother suggested.


            "Could
be.  He looked so happy to think he was gonna get laid... I wonder if he's
ever been fucked before."


            "Who'd
want to?" his brother asked.


            "Good
point!" she replied.  The two of them laughed.


            Meanwhile,
in the back seat, a plan was building.


            So
this is all funny to you guys, huh?  We'll see about that.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
had returned to Tracey's house that night, having learned where Jenny
lived.  He had not known she lived only eight blocks from him.  He
felt this was good, since it meant he could keep a watch on her and her
brother, Larry, pretty easily.  He was still formulating his plan,
however, and so for the moment, he was merely wandering the neighborhoods.


            He
had discovered that animals reacted to him, even when he was in his fully
invisible ghost form.  This was fun, as they would bark at him, and their
owners would be very confused.  One time, however, a dog came around the
corner and started barking at him, and he was startled.  He jumped back
from the dog instinctively, and wound up in someone's bedroom.


            The
someone in question happened to be a nice-looking redhead, who just happened,
at that time, to be fucking her boyfriend.  David stared,
transfixed.  He'd never seen people having sex in person, though he'd seen
plenty of porn.  He watched for quite a while as the two coupled, before
he decided he'd seen enough, and left the bedroom.  He exited the house
through a different wall, though, so that he wouldn't have to deal with the dog
again.


            This
experience led David to become a peeping ghost for a few days.  He watched
couples having sex, he watched women showering and sunbathing. and he even
watched one woman for an entire afternoon as she pleasured herself with a
dildo.  In the end, it grew a bit frustrating.  He was horny, but he
couldn't participate, as he didn't want to reveal himself.


            David
was thinking about his plans for revenge on Jenny and the others while he
walked back to Tracey's house, and so he really wasn't paying attention to
things.  He slipped through the wall to Tracey's bedroom, where he'd been
sleeping, without much thought.


            It
was only then that he realized that Tracey was home.


            David
had to slap his hand over his mouth not to say anything, as he had nearly
bumped into her.  Not that she would have felt it, but it startled him
rather badly.  It took David a couple seconds to notice that she was
naked, and getting ready to take a shower.  He studied her body as she
moved, until she made her way out of the room.  He thought about following
her, but decided he didn't need further frustration.


            Clearly,
Tracey's family had returned from Florida, and David now needed to find himself
a new house to haunt.  He left through the bedroom wall again, and went in
search of a new resting place.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
found a new "home", this one an abandoned motel out on the main
street.  It was actually closer to Jenny's house, but on the other side
from his old home.  He made himself comfortable for a couple days, but
then felt it was time to get on with his plans for revenge.


            David
made his way to Jenny's house and slipped right through the wall, as he'd
become accustomed to doing.  He was in the living room, which was empty at
the moment.  He heard Jenny's mother in the kitchen, and could see her
father sitting in his home office working on something.  He did not see
Jenny.


            Maybe
she's not here... or more likely, she's just in her room.


            David
made his way down a hallway, and stopped at what looked like a teenaged girl's
room.  Jenny was not there, but it was at that point that he heard the
shower running.


            So,
she's in there, he thought with an evil grin.  He moved into the
bathroom, and then peeked into the shower.  He enjoyed the view, Jenny's
body wet and soapy.  He could not resist; he reached out and ran his hand
over her breast.            


            "Aah!"
Jenny cried out.  "What the hell was that?"


            Now,
David's original plan had been merely to haunt Jenny, to scare the shit out of
her as they had tried to do to him.  However, his previous days spent peeping,
along with her now-naked body, brought a whole new idea to his mind.


            Hmmm...
well, she said she promised it to me already, so I guess if I take it now, it's
okay...  He knew better, but he was rationalizing to fit his plan.


            David
ran his hand over Jenny's other tit.


            Jenny
swiveled her head back and forth, trying to find anything that would explain
the feelings she was having.  David was, of course, completely invisible,
and Jenny was too upset to notice water bouncing off something she couldn't see. 
She backed away until her back was pressed against the tile, but David just
followed her.


            David
continued to molest Jenny's tits, rolling them in his hands.  They were a
decent handful, and he loved the feel of them.  As he continued, though,
Jenny was starting to make louder noises.  He wasn't sure it would work,
but he pressed his lips over her mouth to muffle her voice.  His tongue,
thrusting into her mouth, certainly seemed to do the trick, as it startled her
so much she could no longer cry out.


            David
kissed her and fondled her for a long minute as she squirmed, trying to fight
off something she couldn't even see.  She turned her head to one side,
breaking the kiss, but she just moaned pitifully, rather than return to
screaming.


            David
reached down and shoved his hand between her legs, sticking a finger up into
her twat.  Jenny squeaked, but it wasn't loud enough to worry him. 
He was far more interested in the fact that her juices were flowing.


            "You
little slut," he whispered right in her ear.  "Using your body
to toy with others.  Using your beauty to control them, to make them do
your bidding.  It is time that someone toyed with your body.  It is
time that someone controlled you!"  David said this as he
struggled to undo his pants one-handed.


            Jenny
was petrified by the disembodied voice.  She barely noticed the soft feel
of skin between her legs, but when it pressed firmly against her pussy, she
took notice.  It was, however, much too late for her to do anything about
it.  David's dick forced its way into her dripping cunt until he was
buried to the hilt.


            "Oh,
God," Jenny moaned.  "What's happening to me?"


            David
pressed Jenny firmly to the wall, and grabbed her legs, lifting them off the
floor.  He started thrusting, sliding his dick in and out of her pussy
fast and hard.  Jenny grunted with each thrust, but she was not screaming
out, and she was not crying.  She closed her eyes and kept her head turned
to the side.  It was if she had been through this many times before.


            David
continued to fuck her for long moments, but then wanted her in a new
position.  He stopped his thrusting, and set her down on the floor,
pulling out of her.  He grabbed her hips and turned her around so that she
was facing the wall, then pulled and pushed on her until she was bent
over.  His prick slid back into her cunt, and the pounding resumed.


            Jenny's
body responded to the new position rather more favorably than the last, and she
started to grunt more enthusiastically.


            "That's
better," she mumbled.  David was confused by her change, but figured
she perhaps simply didn't like the other position.  Either way, he didn't
really care.  He had decided to collect the sexual favor she had offered
him, and he was bound and determined to do so.  He rammed into her over
and over, and she grunted with each thrust.  David reached forward and
grabbed her tits, molding them as he fucked her.


            "Oh,
yeah," Jenny moaned.  She was actually beginning to push back against
him as he fucked her.  "Yeah, fuck me.  Fuck my little slut
ass."


            David
got a mischievous grin on his face, not that Jenny could see it.


            Don't
mind if I do, he thought to himself.  He stopped fucking her and
pulled out.


            "No!"
Jenny cried out.  "Oh, god, fuck, no, I'm so goddamned
close...."


            David
actually thought for a moment about leaving her like that, but he wanted his
own release too bad to do it.  Instead, he leaned in again, but pressed
his cock to her asshole and pushed in firmly.    


            "Oh,
shit, what are you... ungh!"  Jenny tried to move away, but it wasn't
working.  Her ass was being penetrated by the unseen dick, and the
discomfort was intense.


            David
continued to push his way into Jenny's ass, until he was fully buried inside of
her once again.  He reached forward and began toying with her tits again,
and she started to relax a little.


            "Oh,
god, that's... so... full..."


            David
grinned evilly as he began to slowly fuck her ass.       


            "Ohmifuckingod,"
Jenny cried as she felt him move.  She winced as he did, but his movements
were slow enough that her body started to loosen as he slid in and out of her.


            As
she loosened, David increased his pace.  Soon, he was fucking her in a
steady rhythm.  His balls slapped against her with each thrust, and she
was grunting with a mix of pain and pleasure each time.


            "Oh,
shit.  I can't tell if this hurts really bad... or feels really
good," Jenny grunted between thrusts.  "Ungh!" she opined
as David thrust even harder into her.


            David
started to twist and pinch Jenny's nipples as he continued to fuck her, and she
began to cry out even more.  Finally, she'd had enough, and her body began
to shudder with an intense orgasm.


            "Oh,
god, I'm coming!" she cried out.  David continued to fuck her as she
did, her body's spasms feeling immensely good on his dick.  He was close
himself, and he simply had to decide whether to come inside her or not. 
He couldn't resist the idea, though, and so, after a grunt of his own, he
loosed his seed deep into her ass.  Jenny felt the warmth of it, and had a
few additional shudders as his climax started to wind down.


            David
pulled out of Jenny, and then stepped back from her.  Jenny immediately
collapsed to the floor of the shower, turning herself over and giving David a
good look at her naked body again.


            Before
leaving, David leaned down and whispered in her ear one more time.


            "David
says hi.  You killed him."  With that, he slipped out of the
house through the bathroom wall.


-----


            David
walked home in squishy sneakers.  The drawback of being able to interact
with solid objects was that the water in the shower could interact with
him.  He'd been much too focused on what he was doing, and hadn't even
thought to take his clothes off before getting into the shower.  Then
again, he wasn't sure how he would have found them again, since they would have
been invisible.


            He
was lucky to have found the washers and dryers in the motel in working order,
and used the dryer to dry out his outfit.  He actually spent an hour
walking around the outside of the motel naked, just to see what it was
like.  Of course, he was still invisible, so he was in no danger of being
reported.


            Putting
his clothes back on was something of a trick.  He had to figure out, first
and foremost, what article of clothing he was holding, and then which way it
went.  Finally, he was redressed, and he went to his room.


            Lying
back on his bed, he relived the events of the evening.  He really did not
regret what he had done to Jenny.  After all, she had helped to cause his
death.  He felt she deserved some punishment for that.


            She,
however, was not the only one who did.  There were three others, and David
had to figure out an appropriate way to "thank" each of them for
their part in his fate.  He fell asleep thinking up plans of what he was
going to do to each of them.


            Larry,
you're next...


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            



















	

	
		



    
    
    

Chapter 2: July


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            Larry
would not, in fact, be the next victim of David's revenge campaign. 
Larry, it turned out, had gone off to summer camp for a week, and David was not
willing to sit and wait for him to return before getting some justice for his
death, or his unlife, or whatever it was.


            The
next person on the list was Sam Blevins, the student body president and leader
of the high school's social elite.  It took a little digging, but he'd
managed to find Sam's address.


            When
David had decided to get his revenge, he had to come up with a plan.  He
had decided to take from each of the boys something that they cherished as much
as he had loved being alive, as opposed to being... whatever he now was.


            In
Sam's case, the only thing David knew he had was social status.  And so,
David had to come up with a way to humiliate Sam.  It had taken an extra
day for him to figure out how to do that, but he now had his plan.


            All
that was left was to execute it.


            David
was sitting in the back of Sam's car, waiting.  He knew that Sam would
eventually come out and go somewhere, and David needed him to be in public for
his plan to work.  He had been sitting in the car for three hours already,
which was deathly boring, but he had nothing better to do with his time.


            Finally,
Sam came out and got into the car, starting it up and pulling out into traffic.


            David
could not resist.  "Hello, Sam," he said in a conversational
voice that wasn't at all spooky.  Or wouldn't be, if it hadn't seemingly
come from thin air.


            Sam's
head whipped around, and the car swerved slightly, before Sam got it and
himself under control.  He faced forward, and didn't acknowledge the voice
he'd heard.


            David
grinned.  "It's customary, when someone says hello to you, to respond
in kind."


            Sam
gripped the steering wheel more tightly, and continued not to say
anything.  His eyes remained fixedly ahead, focusing on the traffic.


            "Well,
I see, that's the way it's going to be.  Well, I don't mind. 
Eventually you'll talk to me.  Until then, well... I may occasionally say
a word or two to you."


            Sam
couldn't keep himself quiet.  "What the fuck is going on?" he
demanded.


            This
time, it was David's turn to remain quiet.  He wasn't ready to reveal
himself.


            Oh,
perfect, David thought as Sam pulled his car into the mall parking
lot.  There could not be a better place for David's plan than this. 
He only hoped that Sam was meeting friends here.


            Sam
got out of the car and walked toward the entrance.  David kept pace
unseen, but not unheard.  He kept his voice low, however, as anyone could
hear him, not just Sam.


            "Planning
a fun day of shopping, are we?"


            "Fuck
off," Sam hissed.


            "Oh,
come now.  That's no way to treat your new Siamese Twin, now is it?"


            "What
the hell are you talking about?" Sam asked, too loudly.  A head or
two swiveled in his direction.


            "I'm
your new best buddy.  I'm going to stick with you from now on."


            Sam,
realizing where he was, did not respond.  David let him go for a while; he
didn't want to make him go back home.  Sam entered the mall, and walked along,
rather less confidently than usual.  When they got near the food court,
Sam waved to someone.  David looked, and saw Bunny Peterson.  David
knew that Sam and Bunny - which was her real, given name - were a couple.


            Oh,
this is perfect.


            The
couple met and kissed, and Sam did his best to forget about the voice. 
David let him; it would have more of an effect if David was not keeping up a
running stream of commentary.


            As
the two sat, having lunch, David got a mischievous idea.  He knelt down
and ran his hand along Bunny's shin.  He felt her actually push against
him.


            "Not
here, you horndog," he heard Bunny say to Sam.  "Wait until
after the movie!"


            "What
are you talking about?" Sam asked in confusion.


            "You
know what I'm talking about, Sexy.  Stop playing footsie with
me."


            "I'm
not touching you," Sam said, which was totally true; his feet weren't even
close to her.


            "Right,
Sam.  Whatever.  Just knock it off, okay?"


            "Uh...
yeah."


            David
had already straightened up, and he whispered in Sam's ear, "She's got
great legs, too."


            "Shut
the fuck up," Sam hissed without thinking.


            "What
did you say to me?" Bunny demanded.


            "Shit!"
Sam blurted.  "I wasn't talking to you, I was... uh, er, I mean...
never mind, I was kind of thinking out loud about something."


            Bunny
gave Sam a look of skepticism, and then dug back into her sesame chicken.


-----


            Once
the couple moved into the movie theater, David grinned.  In the dark, he
knew, his taunts would be even more effective.


            After
the movie had been running for ten minutes or so, David leaned down and
whispered into Sam's ear, "I know that you're a murderer, Samuel."


            Sam
sat bolt upright in his chair and looked around.  The voice had been clear
as day, yet there was clearly no one nearby who could have said anything.


            "What?"
Bunny asked, annoyed at being jostled.


            Sam
shook his head, and then settled back, putting his arm around her again.


            David
leaned back down.  "The police don't know, but I know.  And I
will never let you forget what you have done."


            Sam
looked around again, his actions more sedate, but David could see the panic in
his eyes.  David let that fester for a little while.


            "You
will pay for what you have done, Samuel," David said as the movie was
nearing its end.  Sam shuddered, and Bunny noticed.


            "What
the fuck is your problem?" she snarled under her breath.


            "Nevermind,"
Sam said, his voice a little shaky.


            David
grinned, and waited for the movie to end.  Once it did, Sam and Bunny
quickly left the theater.


            "We
going up to makeout point now, Sexy?" Bunny asked Sam.


            "Sure
thing.  Just let me make a pit stop first."


            David
followed Sam into the men's room.  There was no one in there, and David
planned to take advantage of that.


            "David
says hello, Samuel."


            "Look,
who the fuck are you?" Sam demanded into thin air.


            "Someone
who knows the truth, Samuel.  Someone who knows, and will make sure you
are punished for your misdeeds."


            "I
don't know what the fuck you're talking about," Sam lied, his voice
quivering.  He could barely piss, he was shaking so badly.


            "Yes
you do, Samuel.  You left David there to die.  You did nothing to
help him.  You didn't even place an anonymous call for an ambulance. 
You killed him."


            "No! 
I didn't!  It wasn't me, anyway!"


            "You
were there, there's no point in denying it, Samuel."


            "But
it was Larry's idea!  And, anyway, David's fine!  Jenny said
so!"


            "Jenny
was wrong.  Dead wrong.  She has already been punished for her part
in David's death."  David was timing his words based on Sam's
peeing.  It was clear that he was nearly finished.  "And now
it's your turn," David said.  He faded into visibility, but still as
a ghost, behind Sam.  There was a mirror on the wall in front of Sam, who
could now clearly see David, as a ghost.


            Not
thinking, Sam spun around in a panic, but as soon as David saw him start to
turn, he faded out of existence again.  He was glad of this, as Sam, it
turned out, was not at all done peeing, and a good portion of it landed on the
floor behind David.


            "It
is your turn to suffer the consequences, Samuel," David said, his voice
growing malevolent.


            "No!"
Sam screamed.  "It was Larry's idea!  And Paul's the one that
made all the noises.  All I did was help them wire the house!"


            "You're
guilty, Samuel.  Guilty of murder!" David intoned, his voice
sounding more and more evil.


            "I'm
not!  I didn't kill you!  No!"  The door to the bathroom
opened as another mall shopper walked in.  Sam bolted out the door,
completely oblivious to the fact that he had not zipped up, or, in fact, put
his dick back in his pants.  David ran after Sam, who was tearing through
the mall now, trying to get away. 


            David
finally caught up to him, and got close as they were both running.  He
said, "You cannot escape me by running, Samuel Blevins.  I will have
my revenge!"


            Sam
ran even harder... and then he ran headlong into the back of a young
girl.  They both collapsed to the ground, and the girl screamed in
surprise.


            The
girl was wearing a skirt, and it had ridden up her legs as Sam fell on top of
her.  His dick, still hanging free of his pants, pressed between her legs,
and she felt it.


            "Get
off me!  Help!"


            As
Sam struggled to get up off the girl, her mother came charging out of the
store.  "What the hell are you doing to my daughter!" she
demanded.  As Sam rose to his feet, the woman saw his dick hanging out of
his pants.  "You... you... RAPIST!" she screamed at the
top of her lungs.  She swung her purse at Sam, clocking him upside the
head and making him dazed and lightheaded.


            Sam
staggered, and he saw the crowd gathering.  He looked down, and finally
realized his dick was exposed for the world to see.  He reddened, and
turned to the woman.  "I didn't!  I mean, I wouldn't!  It's
a mistake!" he screamed while stuffing his dick into his pants.


            A
new voice spoke up.  "Yeah, it's a mistake, all right, buddy. 
Shit, how stupid do you have to be to try to molest a little girl right in the
fucking middle of the mall?  You're coming with me.  Ma'am, we'll
need you and your daughter to come along to the security office, to file a
report."


            "Of
course, officer," the woman said.  She glared daggers at Sam, who
hung his head, knowing that everyone was staring at him, that everyone would
think he was a child molester...


            And
that he couldn't tell the truth to anyone.


            David
walked away grinning.  There was no way in hell that this would not be
talked about all over town by the end of the day, and Sam wasn't going to live
it down.  He either admitted to hearing a disembodied voice, which would
put him in the loony bin, or he accept his status as a child molester, which
would list him as a sexual predator for life.


            One
down, two to go.  And Larry, I will have to find a special form of hell
for you to endure, for concocting the whole thing.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
gave himself a couple days to rest after humiliating Sam.  Mainly, he
wanted to see how effective it had been.  A few discreet, not to say
invisible, eavesdropping sessions among his former classmates proved that
everyone was talking about how Sam had snapped and then attacked the little
girl.  He had finally blurted out to someone that he had seen a ghost and
was running in fear, but since David's parents still insisted that David had
"left town", no one believed him.


            And
to top it off, Bunny was already going out with someone else.


            David
smiled in victory as he walked along the road to Paul's house.  Paul Mason
was the star wide receiver on the high school football team, and it was rumored
that he had a full sports scholarship to the University of Arizona.


            David
hustled along, as he saw Paul leaving his house.  David slipped into the
car once more.  He wasn't going to do to Paul what he had done to
Sam.  Paul didn't have a lot of social status, despite being a star
football player.  He was included in the "in" crowd by that
measure alone, and no other.


            Paul
prized only two things: football, and his car.  David knew what he was
going to do, but he wasn't yet sure quite how.  That was why he was riding
in the back of Paul's car; he needed to find his chance.


            For
the next three days, David rode in Paul's car, looking for the perfect
opportunity.  It happened on Sunday.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            Late
Sunday afternoon, Paul and his unseen tagalong drove out of town, down a long,
dirt road.  There were trees on the right, and they passed a cemetery on
the left.  David looked at that and grinned.  He wondered if he
should be hanging out there, but decided he much preferred the motel.


            Finally,
Paul pulled his car into a driveway and turned off the car.  The house
they were at was only one block off a main street.  David had to wonder
why Paul had taken such a circuitous route to get here.  He hustled to
follow Paul into the house.


            "Hey,
Grams," Paul said to the elderly lady who lived in the house.  The
lady, obviously his grandmother, greeted him with a warm kiss on the cheek and
a hug.  David found this mushy and irrelevant.  He knew that Paul
Mason was capable of leaving a dying person without lifting a finger to help.


            "Were
you able to get any done during the week?" Paul asked his grandmother.


            "Only
a little bit.  I was a bit under the weather, and then with my visits and
such..."


            "I
understand.  Should we get started on it?"


            "I
love that you're so eager, Paul," she said.  "Most boys your age
wouldn't want anything to do with it."


            "Yeah,
well... I do make sure they don't find out.  If they did, I'd never live
it down.  But I really like quilting with you, Grams."


            David
had to work very hard not to laugh.  Paul Mason, star wide receiver for
the football team, spent his Sunday evenings quilting with his
grandmother!  Priceless!


            It
certainly explained the route they'd taken to get here... and the one he would
surely take to get back home.  It was the perfect opportunity that David
had been waiting for.  He slipped out of the house and walked back down
the road Paul had driven to get here.  David waited for him at the
cemetery.


-----


            When
it got to be nine o'clock, David began to wonder if Paul had taken another
route.  He could not have driven by on this one, or David would have seen
him, despite the rain that had started falling an hour before.  It showed
no signs of letting up, and that suited David just fine.  He wasn't
getting wet, and the atmosphere only enhanced his plan.  He decided he'd
wait another hour before heading back to the grandmother's house to check.


            It
turned out that this was not necessary.  It was only twenty minutes later
when David heard the throaty sound of the Camaro's engine as it came up the
road.  David stepped into the middle of the road, still completely
invisible.  He saw the lights, but they were still much too far
away.  He had to time this just right if he wanted it to work.


            David
waited with building anticipation as the car got closer and closer.  When
he felt it was just close enough, he faded to visibility, but not
solidity.  He wasn't crazy.


            David
could see the shocked look on Paul's face, even in the dark.  The car
swerved wildly on the wet road, but Paul was driving much too fast to stop, and
much too fast for the circumstances, really.  The car spun, hurtling
straight through David, and smacking into a tree at the side of the road at
seventy miles an hour.


            David
approached the car.  He had to see the aftermath, to make sure that Paul
was not dead or dying.  He saw that the air bags had deployed, and Paul's
head was rolling from side to side as he moaned.


            "Mr.
Mason, this is OnStar.  Our system reports that you have had an
accident.  Do you need assistance?"


            "Can't...
move... my leg.  Stuck," he said.


            "We'll
get an ambulance on the way to your location immediately."


            "Gotta
find... who I hit," he said in a daze.


            "There
was someone else involved in the accident?  Do they need help, too?"


            "Don't
know... have to... musta hit him..."


            "We
will let the paramedics know.  I'll remain on the line with you until they
arrive, Mr. Mason."


            "'kay."


            David
walked away at that point.  It was clear that Paul would be all
right.  It was also clear that his car would not.  The front of it
was completely crushed by the impact, and the frame appeared to be bent.


            David
got about a hundred yards before he turned around and headed back.  He
decided he wanted to see what Paul would say about the accident to others.


-----


            It
was a few hours before Paul was capable of saying anything that was at all interesting
to David.  His airbags and seat belt had protected him from the accident,
but the hospital had felt the need to poke, prod, and generally annoy Paul
until they were satisfied they knew everything that was wrong.


            "Mr.
Mason, Mrs. Mason," the doctor said, acknowledging them and then, because
he was already eighteen, speaking directly to Paul, "Paul, you were pretty
lucky.  How fast were you going?"


            Paul
shrugged.  "Too fast, I guess.  I don't know how fast,
exactly."


            "Well,
you broke your arm.  No big thing there, it will heal.  It just takes
time.


            "Your
knee, on the other hand, is a different matter.  It looks like it got
caught under the steering column and crushed.  It will require extensive
surgery."


            "Doc,
I've gotta play football in the fall.  Am I gonna be good to go by
then?"


            The
doctor got a pained expression on his face.  "Son, I'm not going to
sugar coat this.  I don't think that's what you want me to do.  There
is virtually no way you will ever set foot on a football field as a player
again.  You will be very lucky if you don't need a cane to walk. 
Along with the knee injury is some swelling in your lower spine.  Now,
there is no danger of paralysis, but it is certainly going to affect your
mobility."


            "Won't
the swelling go away?" Paul's father asked.


            "In
time, yes.  But the damage it is doing... has already been done.  And
that will not go away."


            Paul
actually started to cry then.  David almost felt sorry for him. 
Almost.


            After
a minute or two, Paul asked, "What about the other guy?"


            "I
thought you were alone," his mother said.


            "Not
in the car... the one I hit."


            "What
are you talking about?" the doctor asked.


            "The
guy I... I mean, I had to have hit him... there wasn't really time to
stop.  That's why I swerved and lost control.  He came out of fu...freakin'
nowhere!  I mean, it was like, one minute the road was empty, and the next
minute, there was a guy standing in the middle of the road, right in front of
me!  He looked weird, like... all lit up, but I mean, that was probably
just the headlights, or maybe I imagined that part... but I mean, he was right
there in the road... if I hit him, he's gotta be dead or in real bad
shape..."


            "They
didn't bring anyone else in with you," the doctor said.  "The
officers didn't mention another victim."


            "He's
gotta be out there, doc," Paul insisted.


            "I'll
tell them to check," the doctor assured Paul.  "Now, I'll let
you and your family talk.  I'll be back to see you later."


            David
walked out with the doctor.  He'd seen all he needed to.


            Two
down, one to go.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "What
is it, Joe?"


            "Thought
you ought to see this, Chief," Joe said, plopping something down on his
desk.


            "An
Earth newspaper?  What for?"  The Chief knew that all Earth
papers were routinely scanned for items that might be of interest to the
Rimohrs, but he was rarely bothered with one.


            "Check
out the story on the front page.  Bottom right."


            Chief
Bazarevsky quickly scanned the article, flipping to find the remainder of the
story.  Once done, he set it down.  "So?"


            "The
kid swears he saw someone standing in the road."


            The
Chief shrugged.  "And that someone probably crawled off to die in
peace."


            "Chief,
they didn't find any tracks in the mud.  None.  There were no
footprints.  IF there was someone there, and this kid is more than
positive that there was, then they weren't a normal human.  I checked;
there aren't any wizards known to be living in the area."


            "So
he was passing through or whatnot."


            "And
causing a car crash with serious injuries.  Also, look at the story on the
bottom left."


            The
chief read over it.  It was an article about a boy who had been sentenced
to a mental hospital for treatment after sexually assaulting a young
girl.  The chief put the paper down.  "I don't see the
connection."


            "If
you read the entire article, it says that the boy swears that he was being
chased by a ghost.  These are weird stories for teenagers to be making up,
especially if they're trying to stay out of trouble.  If both these boys
are telling the truth, there's someone running around out there causing
trouble.  That's something to look into, isn't it? "


            The
Chief sighed.  Joe had been on the job for all of six weeks, and he was
eager to make his first case.  This looked to be a wild awk chase, but if
it kept the rookie occupied...


            And
besides, it would get him some field experience without the danger of him
getting hurt.


            "All
right, Garibaldi.  Tell your partner that I told you to look into
it.  Just don't go killing anyone, okay?"


            "Yes,
sir!" Garibaldi said smartly, and turned to leave the office.


            "I
hate rookies," Bazarevsky said good-naturedly, once Joe had left.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
took a couple days off, just to take a break.  He was in no real
hurry.  He wanted to have his plan for Larry all figured out before he
acted.  Since Larry had been the mastermind behind the entire plan that
had gotten David killed, David wanted to make sure that his repayment was
suitable.


            Finally,
David was ready.  He met Larry in his car, as had become his custom with
his victims.  At least, with his male victims.  He still remembered
his evening with Jenny fondly.


            Larry
worked all summer for a veterinarian's office.  He took care of the cats
and dogs, keeping the cages clean and letting the animals exercise.  David
knew that this was going to test his endurance, as the animals seemed to
universally hate him in ghost form.  He didn't know why, but in this case,
he planned to use that to his advantage.


            David
did not announce his presence to Larry on the drive in to work.  He sat
silent in the back seat, merely tagging along.  He accompanied Larry into
the building, and still said nothing as Larry signed in and said hello to his
coworkers.


            Finally,
Larry headed toward the back, where all the animals were.  David steeled
himself for what was to come.  He walked right behind Larry, completely
invisible, at least to people.  The dogs, however, seemed quite able to
sense his presence.  The entire back room set to barking at once, their
hair standing on end.  Several backed into the corners of their cages,
while others pushed against the front, trying to get at David.


            David
wasn't afraid of them, for they could do nothing to him, but he didn't like
being barked at.  He was growing weary of all the animals acting this way. 
He screamed at them, "Yah!"  He knew that Larry could,
theoretically, hear him, but with all the noise in the back room, he doubted
anyone could hear anything less than a nuclear explosion.


            "Calm
down, you guys!" Larry hollered.  The dogs paid him no mind.  So
long as David was there, they continued to bark.  Larry sighed and started
his work.


            After
about a half hour, David left the doctor's office.  He didn't go far,
though.  He wanted to make sure that Larry was thoroughly tormented. 
He merely needed a break from the ringing in his own ears.


            Shortly
before lunch, David headed back into the doctor's office.  All the dogs
and cats in the waiting room hissed or barked at him, but he ignored
them.  He was looking for Larry.


            He
found him out back, running dogs in the dog run.  As soon as David showed
up, however, the dogs all began to bark at him and charge him.  David used
this to his advantage by standing right in front of Larry.  All Larry saw
were upset dogs running at him.  He backed against the fence, but David
continued to be right in front of him.  Two of the larger dogs passed
right through David and collided with Larry, knocking him to the ground.


            The
dogs, of course, didn't attack Larry, as it wasn't him they were after. 
David made a note of this as he left the dog run area and passed out of sight
of the animals.


            Interesting. 
So they're not mad with anger or anything.  It really is me they're after.


            Throughout
the afternoon, David continued to pop in and out of the vet's office, harassing
Larry with the wild barking of dogs and hissing of cats.  Larry wound up
with three deep scratches on his arm from a cat who was trying to get to David
at an inopportune moment.  Inopportune for Larry, that is.


            Finally,
the day wound down and Larry left.  David left, too, walking to his home
in the motel.  Now that he knew exactly which vet Larry worked at, he
would simply pop in and out as he saw fit.  A few days of this should have
Larry crawling up a wall at the noise.  Then, he'd be ready for the coup
de grace.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            The
two entered the cemetery side by side.


            "You
done anything like this before?" Joe asked.


            "A
few times.  You took Umbrasocius in school, right?"


            "Yeah,
but..."


            "But
what?"


            "My
marks were not the best."


            "Great."


            "So...
what do we do first?"


            The
other man stepped into a clear area and raised his hands away from his body, in
an open gesture of welcome and friendship.  "My name is Bill
Sheridan.  My partner is Joe Garibaldi.  We would like to speak to
any spirit present."


            Bill
lowered his arms, but nothing happened.  Joe looked at him in dismay.


            "Now
what?" Joe asked.


            "Now
we wait.  Just because they aren't showing themselves, doesn't mean
they're not here.  They'll show up in their own time, for their own
reasons.  You really didn't pay attention in Umbrasocius, did you?"


            "I
didn't think I'd really need it.  I mean, c'mon, who needs Ghost
Relations, anyway?"


            "You
do, if you want to get information they have."


            "I
guess."


            Shortly
after their exchange, a ghost emerged from behind a large stone monument. 
Joe jumped, startled.


            "Settle
down," Bill warned him.  To the ghost, Bill said, "Hello. 
Thank you for answering our request."


            "What
is it you want?" the ghost asked.


            "We
are Rimohrs.  We are seeking some information about a mysterious accident
that happened near here."


            "You
mean the car crash?" a voice said from behind them.  Both Rimohrs
jumped this time.


            Joe
turned to see the ghost of a young lady.  "Uh, yeah.  Did you
see it?"


            "I
did," she said, nodding.


            Bill
asked, "Can you tell us what you saw?"


            "The
car was driving way too fast.  And then he appeared, poof! 
And the car swerved, but went right through him.  But then he vanished
again."


            "Who
is 'he'?" Joe asked politely.


            "I
don't know," the girl said.  "Do I look like a school yearbook
to you?"


            "But
you say he appeared, and disappeared... do you mean that he teleported
himself?"  Bill didn't know how that would be possible.


            The
ghost girl shook her head as she faded out.  "He appeared," she
said from nowhere, and popped into existence right in front of them. 
"And then he disappeared," she said, and popped out of sight in the
blink of an eye. 


            "You
mean, he was a ghost?" Joe asked.


            "He
cannot have been one of us," the other ghost said, finally entering the
conversation.


            "Can
you tell me why not?" Bill asked politely.


            The
older ghost gestured, pointing to the road where the accident happened. 
"Your car crash occurred out there, beyond the gate.  The junction
between Haven and Earth does not extend that far."


            Joe
and Bill looked at each other, and both of them got chills.  Bill turned
to the ghost.


            "Let
me make sure I understand what you're saying.  You can be visible and
audible to us here, in the cemetery, but if you walk outside the gate, we would
no longer be able to see you?"


            "That
is correct.  While we can move beyond these gates, we cannot interact with
your world outside this window... or another like it."


            Bill
had heard all of this in his training in college, in the class called
Umbrasocius, or less formally, "Ghost Relations", but it was still a
little hard for him to fathom.


            To
the ghost, he said, "So, if something that appeared and disappeared as a
ghost can, did so out there, then..."


            "Then
it was no mere ghost," the older ghost replied.


            Bill
turned to Joe.  "Oh, shit."


            "What
is it?"


            "We
stumbled onto a good one here.  It looks like we've got a demighost on our
hands.  We're going to have to check back at the department, and see if
any are known to be in this area.  If not, it might be an unregistered
one."  Turning back to the ghosts, he said, "Thank you, both of
you, for your help.  We appreciate it very much."


            "Will
you hurt the boy?" the younger ghost asked.


            "The
boy... the one in the car, you mean?" Bill asked her.


            "No,
the other one.  Him."


            "We
will try not to.  Why?"


            "He
was cute," she said, and giggled as she faded into nothingness.


            Joe
and Bill looked at each other.  Bill shrugged.  "Let's get back
to the office ASAP."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            For
three days, David had tormented Larry, but he had also started to prepare for
the final day.  This had meant finding a specific dog.  The problem
for David was that the dog he chose would almost certainly be put down after
the event.  David had settled on a Rottweiler, because he didn't like them. 
They were big, ugly, and while he was sure some of them were quite sweet, every
one he had ever met had been downright mean.


            David
walked in right behind Larry that morning, as he had been doing.  The
animals, as usual, went berserk.  Larry sighed, resigned to his new
fate.  He was not prepared to have the supplies knocked off his work cart.


            "What
the hell was that?" he asked no one.  Cursing, he bent down to pick
up the supplies, and David kicked his feet out from under him.  Larry
landed on the floor, nearly smacking his face into the tile.


            "Fuckin'
son of a bitch," Larry said, picking himself up off the floor.  He
dusted himself off, and then got the supplies.  David let him get up this
time.  As Larry set to work with other animals, David went over to the dog
in question.  It was fitting, David thought, that the owner of this dog
had unimaginatively named him Cujo.


            David
made faces at the dog, who slammed against the front of his cage, trying to get
to David.  David passed through the cages, so that he was behind Cujo, who
immediately turned and lunged at him.  This did no good for Cujo, as David
was completely insubstantial at the time, and Cujo went right through him,
slamming into the back of his pen.


            David
taunted the dog for a couple more minutes, and then he headed away, back toward
Larry.  The dog that Larry was currently dealing with started snarling and
snapping, catching Larry on the hand by mistake.


            "Ow! 
Fuck!" Larry cursed.  He pulled his hand away and looked at it. 
It wasn't bad enough for him to worry about at the moment.  David knew
that he'd have a lot worse to concern himself with in a minute.


            Larry
worked on a few more dogs, all of whom were irritable, snappy, and
barking.  Finally, however, it was Cujo's turn.


            Larry
had no fear of Cujo.  The dog, while aggressive, had never really been a
problem.  At the moment, Cujo was calm, as David was standing behind
Larry, who was obscuring him from Cujo's sight.


            Once
Larry opened the cage, however, and was reaching down to clip a lead onto
Cujo's collar, David leaned forward, poking his head right through
Larry's.  David's face came through Larry's, and then David made himself
visible, disorienting Larry entirely.


            "What
the hell..." Larry said, but that was all he had time for.


            Cujo,
seeing the face of his tormentor and driven mad by the days of taunting and
teasing, lunged for David.  David stayed put, and Cujo lashed out with
teeth and claws.  He bit down, and felt real flesh beneath his
teeth.  That the flesh he was biting into was not David's, but Larry's,
the dog was too far gone to care.


            David
had to remain roughly in line with Larry, or the dog would realize too soon
that it was attacking the wrong person.  As Larry was thrown backward by
the dog's attack, David jumped to roughly the same spot, keeping his face in
the dog's eyes.


            Larry
was screaming and pounding at the dog, trying to get him off.  His face
was a bloody mess as Cujo continued to scratch and bite, claw and snap.


            David
turned his head, so that now he was facing Larry.  Cujo was still
attacking, lost in his rage.  David could see that Larry was aware,
however.


            "Did
you forget about me, Larry?  You certainly did that night.  But now
you will live with the ugliness you created.  Forever."


            Just
as the door to the front opened, David faded into invisibility.  Cujo was
forcibly pulled off of Larry by three vet techs, and manhandled back into his
pen.


            One
of the techs ran to the phone and called an ambulance.  Another held Larry
down.


            "Don't
move, Larry.  It's... it's bad."


            "Oh,
god... what did we do?" was all Larry could say.


            David
walked out of the office, silently whistling a tune to himself.  The one
thing Larry had, the one thing he had always prized, was his looks.  He
had bragged that he could get any girl out of her panties with just a smile.


            I
doubt they're going to be jumping to join you in bed now, you miserable fuck,
David thought to himself.  The damage to Larry's face had been
extensive.  David had made sure to focus Cujo's aggression in that
area.  Scarring was almost a guarantee.  And if it turned out that
the plastic surgeons could fix what had been done... well... David could always
revisit the case.


            As
he walked home, now whistling out loud and visible, he had but one question on
his mind.


            Now
what?


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Sorry
this took so long, but we've been backed up with requests lately.  Some
days I wish for those weird gadgets the Earthers use," the clerk said.


            "You
mean those computer things?" Bill asked, clearly showing his distaste.


            "That's
them.  Awful, monstrous gadgets, what with all that folderol inside, but
there are days..."


            "And
I'm sure they wish for a magic filing system, to ease the pain of their
computer woes," Joe said confidently.


            "Yes,
probably so," the clerk said with a grin.  "Anyway, here is your
report.  There is only one registered demighost within a thousand miles of
that spot, and he lives quite close."


            "Probably
him, then," Joe said immediately.


            "I
imagine not," the clerk said, bursting Joe's bubble.


            "Why
not?" Bill asked.


            "The
demighost in question, Jacob Pendergrast, is imprisoned by a curse.  He
cannot walk the Earthly realm anymore."


            "Still,
we'd better check him out," Sheridan said.


            "All
the information is in here," the clerk told them, handing over the small,
folded packet of parchment.


            As
the clerk walked away, Sheridan took out his wand.  Pointing it to the
center of the parchment, he said softly, "Impendo ostendossum." 
The packet started to unfold from its small, two-inch cube size, to a
full-sized folder.  The folder grew to an inch thick, and then writing
filled the pages.


            Garibaldi
shook his head in wonderment.  "That spell still amazes me. 
When do I get authority to do that?"


            "Only
agents can access the files.  When you become an agent, you'll be able to
do that."


            Garibaldi
grumped, "Being just an officer sucks."


            Bill
laughed as he began to riffle through Pendergrast's file.  "This
guy's had quite a life."


            "Troublemaker?"


            "Briefly,
a few hundred years ago."


            "A
few hundred years ago?" Garibaldi repeated in dismay.


            "He
is a demighost..."


            "I
guess.  Should we go out and talk with him?"


            "We're
going to have to.  But be ready.  He's not likely to be all that
helpful.  If he's been imprisoned for..." Bill checked the records,
"Some hundred fifty years, he's probably pretty bitter and annoyed. 
Try not to piss him off."


-----


            The
two agents entered the house on Spooner Street.  They looked around
briefly, taking things in.  Once they entered the sitting room, they
stopped.  The pile of debris on the floor had not moved, and there was a
stain of blood on a pointed piece of brass, which had, it appeared, once been
attached to a large animal cage.


            "There
was a death here," Garibaldi said.


            "Yeah,"
Sheridan agreed.  Raising his voice, he called out, "Jacob
Pendergrast, my name is Agent Bill Sheridan.  My partner is Officer Joe
Garibaldi.  We are Rimohrs.  We need to speak to you.  Are you
here?"


            "I
am always here," said a soft voice right beside Sheridan.  Sheridan
jumped sideways.


            "Please
do not do that!" Bill emphasized.  "Could you show yourself,
please?"


            "I'm
afraid I'm no longer capable of doing that," Jacob told them sorrowfully.


            "Oh,"
Bill said.  "Sorry."


            Jacob
did not reply.


            Garibaldi
finally butted in.  "We're looking for an unregistered demighost. 
He caused an accident outside of town.  Do you know anything about
that?"


            There
was silence.  Sheridan looked at Garibaldi.


            "What?"
Joe asked plaintively.


            Finally,
there was a response.  "I do not know about the accident."


            "But
you do know about the demighost," Garibaldi pressed.  "We've
seen the damage in the other room.  If someone died here, then-"


            "If
they were the first to die in my presence, then yes, they would become like me,
only free to wander where they saw fit.  Yes, Officer Garibaldi, a young
man died here last month."


            "And
you didn't tell us?" Garibaldi demanded.


            "I
am not obligated to report anything to your department, Officer
Garibaldi.  The young man in question needed some time to adjust."


            "You
may be right, Mr. Pendergrast," Bill said, shooting Garibaldi a warning
eye.  "But his adjustment period is now officially over.  Where
can we find him?"


            "I
do not know.  I have not seen him in weeks.  I would assume he is
close by.  He seemed to harbor a need for vengeance against those who
caused his undeath."


            "The
car crash," Garibaldi said to Sheridan.


            "There
would be others.  There were three boys here, and he mentioned a female to
me."


            "What's
his name?" Bill asked politely.


            Jacob
did not hesitate.  "David Stroud."  Though David had never
given his last name, Jacob had his own resources to draw upon.  He knew
that David might see his passing this information on to the Rimohrs as a
betrayal, but Jacob knew it was time for David to start his new life.


            "Thank
you for your time, Mr. Pendergrast," Sheridan said.


            "I
have a great deal of that, and not much else," Jacob said, and then a soft
wind-like sound indicated he had gone.


            "Fuck
that was creepy," Garibaldi said once they were outside.  "Now
what?"


            "Now
we look for abandoned buildings in the area.  We also check for other odd
happenings.  It may take us a few days, but we'll find him."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
had returned to his peeping.  He had little else to do, and this kept him
occupied.  He wondered what he was supposed to be doing, but then
figured there wasn't much of a rule book for dead people.


            On
this, he was wrong.


            As
the sun rose, David made his way back to his motel.  He went into the room
he had been staying in, and closed the door.  He had not noticed the two
men hiding in a dark alley across the street.


            As
David sat down on the bed, there was a sharp knock at the door.  David
figured it was a cop who had seen him enter.  He was both right and wrong.


            When
David opened the door, he was presented with two men wearing long black coats. 
One of them was wearing sunglasses, and was about two inches taller than
David.  The other was roughly David's height, and younger than the first.


            "David
Stroud?" the man with the sunglasses asked.


            It
was only at this point that David noticed the strange symbol on each man's
coat.  It was a stylized hawk, and in the center of the hawk's tail was a
gem, which gave off a faint blue-white glow.


            David
backed up as he said, "Who wants to know?"


            The
two men entered the room, and the younger man closed the door behind
them.  David continued backing away.


            "Agent
Sheridan, Officer Garibaldi.  Rimohrs.  You are David
Stroud?"


            "Yeah..."
David said, continuing to slowly move further away from them.


            "You
need to come with us," Sheridan said.


            "Why?"
David asked reasonably.


            Garibaldi
answered.  "Unlawful use of magic."


            "I
haven't used any freakin' magic," David said, reaching the back wall of
the room.


            Sheridan
said, "Your existence is a use of magic."


            "So,
I'm to be imprisoned just because I exist?  No way!"  David
crossed his arms and faded, turning invisible and immediately shifting through
the back wall into the alley.


            "Fuck!"
Garibaldi shouted.


            "Don't
get your knickers in a knot," Sheridan said.  "He's not going
anywhere."


            David
ran down the alleyway, and was knocked on his ass by an unseen force.  He
got up from where he sat on the concrete and moved forward more slowly. 
Again, he was stopped.  He pressed his hand outward, and could just see
the faintest green glow of what could only be described as a force field.


            The
two Rimohrs left the motel room and walked around to the alley.  They
stood on the other side of the magical field and faced David.


            "A
containment spell," Sheridan told David.  "Just in case."


            "I'm
not spending the rest of my life... or whatever... in jail, just because of who
I am!" David insisted.


            "This
will all be explained to you later, Mr. Stroud," Sheridan told him
calmly.  "For now, you do need to accompany us.  Stretch out
your hands in front of you, please."


            David
didn't move.


            "I
said please.  I can force you to comply, but I don't really want to
get violent.  Please cooperate with us, and you will not be harmed."


            "Just
jailed," David spat.


            "For
now, yes," Sheridan agreed.  "You will have your hearing, at
which time you can plead your case before the magistrate.  Don't make your
situation worse by resisting us."


            David
sighed.  Jacob had told him specifically not to resist the
Rimohrs.  David didn't know who they were, but figured Jacob knew more
about it than he did.  But Jacob was imprisoned in that house.  Was
that what they were going to do to him?


            Shit.


            David
stretched out his hands in front of himself.


            Sheridan
pulled out his magic wand and pointed it at David's wrists.  "Redimio
tazerias," he intoned, and a blue light encircled both of David's
wrists in a flowing figure eight.  It did not constrict, but David could
no longer move his hands apart.  Sheridan put his wand away, and then
waved his hand in the air.  David could sense that the containment spell
had been removed.


            Sheridan
stepped forward and gently took David's arm.  "Come on.  We have
a long walk ahead."


            "Walk? 
Don't you guys own a goddamned car?"


            "Car?"
Garibaldi asked his boss.


            "Geez,
were you asleep in Earth Studies, too?" Sheridan asked.


            "Never
took it.  Didn't figure I'd need it."


            Sheridan
rolled his eyes, and then they started walking.


            "So
what are cars?" Garibaldi asked, directing his question to David.


            "Those
things," David said, gesturing as best he could to the vehicles going by
on the road.


            "Oh. 
I've never understood all the machinery that you Earthers use."


            "How
do you get around, then?  Walk everywhere?"


            "For
short distances, yes, usually.  For long trips, we travel in carriages
drawn by horses or pegs," Sheridan explained.  The boy would need to
learn all this, so there was no point in not telling him.


            "You
use pigs to pull carriages?"


            Garibaldi
laughed.  Sheridan grinned.  Finally, Garibaldi took pity on
David.  "Not pigs, pegs.  Winged horses."


            "Oh,
pegasuses, you mean."


            "Yes,
we just call them pegs," Sheridan carried on.  "The younger
generation have also started using a magically floating board.  I forget
what they call it."


            "A
Sky Rider," Garibaldi told him.  "My nephew is begging us to get
him one for his birthday."


            "Why
don't you just use cars?" David asked.  "They work..."


            "Technology,
such as you use in Earth, requires too many people to maintain.  Dugerra,
where we're going, doesn't have enough people to design, construct, and then
maintain all of the mechanical things you use.  We rely on magic for most
of those tasks instead."


            "Oh. 
How much farther do we have to go?"


            "You
can't be tired already," Garibaldi complained.


            "No,
I'd just like to know how long we're going to be walking."


            "The
gate is just outside of town.  Luckily for us, you were near a gate. 
Otherwise, we'd have had to find a way to transport you."


            "You
guys don't have this kind of thing worked out already?  I mean, don't you
have to come after all us illegal ghosts?"


            "Demighosts. 
And... there aren't that many of you.  There is a section of the
department that deals with new wizards, and they have better
arrangements.  We didn't have time to coordinate with them."


            "Right."


            The
trio walked on for another mile before Sheridan directed David through a gate,
and down a path toward what appeared to be a small shed.


            On
either side of the shed, currently lying alertly on the ground, were two black
masses with deep, glowing red eyes.  They rose as the three approached,
and David could now see that they were dogs... or wolves, more accurately... or
something else.  They were the biggest canines he had ever seen. 
Each stood four feet at the shoulder.


            Sheridan
sensed David's fear.  "Hellhounds.  They won't bother you. 
They're here to guard the entrance to Dugerra."


            "Wait...
just anyone can just walk up and go into Dugerra?"


            "Anyone
who can get past them, yes.  They can sense magical beings.  We're
all magical, so they won't challenge us."


            "I'm
not..." David insisted.


            "Demighosts
are all magical, David," Sheridan explained.  "That's why you're
being detained."


            Garibaldi
went ahead of the others and opened the door.  Sheridan guided David
inside, and then Garibaldi came behind them, closing the door.  Sheridan
placed his hand against the back wall, and suddenly a door appeared in front of
them, opening of its own accord.


            The
sun was just rising here, as well, and so David squinted against the bright
light.


            "Don't
worry, the carriage has shades," Garibaldi told him.


            The
three walked over to a carriage which reminded David of an old stage
coach.  Sheridan opened the door and helped him up inside.  Garibaldi
got up in the driver's seat while Sheridan joined David inside the coach.


            Despite
his predicament, David was fascinated by the countryside as it rolled
past.  It looked very familiar.


            When
Sheridan saw the look on his face - he'd seen it before - he said, "The
geography here is almost identical to Earth.  Of course, the cities aren't
here, and there aren't nearly so many people, but the land itself is very
similar.  You are... where you were, before we passed through the
gateway.  That is why things seem familiar to you."


            "How
did you know?" David asked.


            "I've
done this before.  Not with a demighost, though.  You are my first at
that.  But other wizards have slipped through the system."


            "What
system?"


            "It's
a long story.  Basically, we look for wizards in Earth constantly. 
Usually we find them when they're still children.  When that happens, we
prepare the whole family, and their first visit to Dugerra is more of a
vacation than what you are experiencing.  Sometimes, though, wizards go
undetected, and when they start to do magic... well, then we have to bring them
in more directly."


            "Oh."


            "You
see, David, unlicensed magic is not allowed.  Neither in Dugerra, nor in
Earth.  If we did, well... it'd be chaos."


            "How
long am I going to be imprisoned?"


            "I'll
let that conversation happen between you and the magistrate," Sheridan
said.  "We should be arriving soon."


            David
said nothing, but went back to looking out the window.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
sat in his cell, tossing a tennis ball against the wall.  It was the only
thing in the cell when he'd arrived two days before.  They had processed
him, given him new clothes, and then they had told him that the magistrate was
in another district, and David would have to wait for his return.


            And
so he waited.  He had already found out, the hard way, that his cell did
not allow him to fade.  He assumed this was similar magic to what
imprisoned Jacob, but all it really told him was that he really was trapped
here.


            David
missed his tennis ball as one of the guards stopped in front of his cell, along
with a nicely-dressed lady.


            "You
have a visitor," the guard said.  David stood up, but the guard did
not open the door.


            "Am
I supposed to speak to him this way?" the woman asked.


            "I
can't let him out of his cell, ma'am," the guard said.


            "Is
there any rule that prevents you from letting me into it, then?"


            "Ma'am,
he could hurt you..."


            The
woman snorted.  "I'm sure you'll keep me safe, Officer."


            The
man sighed, but then tapped twice on the lock and uttered something that David
didn't quite catch, as he said it very softly and very quickly.  A lock
clicked, and the door slid open.  The woman stepped inside, and the guard
closed the door behind her.  She took no notice of it.


            "My
name is Emile Lengel," she said.  "I just wanted to come and say
hello, and to see how you're doing."


            "Fine,
I suppose.  I'd be doing a lot better if they let me out of here."


            "Yes. 
Can I ask, before your unfortunate turn of events, what had you planned to do
with your future?"


            David
shrugged.  "Why?"


            "Oh,
I just like to get a feel for the... newcomers to Dugerra."


            "I
was going to go to college in the fall, but I hadn't decided on a major
yet.  I didn't know what I really wanted to do.  Of course, it's a
moot point, now.  Can't do a lot from a prison cell."


            "Well,
your imprisonment won't be permanent.  You said you were going to go to
college... do you have academic strengths?"


            "I
suppose.  I'm fairly good with chemistry, I guess, and science in
general."


            "Chemistry? 
I'm not familiar with the term..."


            "Mixing
things together to get a new thing.  Yeah, I know.  That Rimohr said
you guys didn't use much technology.  I guess most of what I know is
useless in this place."


            "I
think you'd be surprised.  Your aptitudes will probably transfer better
than you think."


            "Not
that it matters."


            "Oh,
it matters, David.  As I said, your imprisonment is not a permanent
situation.  But you say that you do not know what you would like to do
with your life?"


            "Not
really.  I mean, I'd thought about different things, but nothing seemed
like a good fit."


            The
woman nodded.  "How did you fare in school?"


            "You
mean my grades?" The woman nodded.  "I was an Honors student...
but just barely."


            "Why
just barely?" she asked curiously.


            David
shrugged.  "Guess I'm not that smart.  It was all I could do to
make the Honors grades that I got."


            "I
see.  So it wasn't for lack of trying."


            "No."


            "Well,
that's good."


            "Can
I ask why you're asking me all this?"


            "Well,
as I said, you won't be imprisoned forever.  We have to consider your
future.  I'm... part of that effort."


            "Oh. 
Okay."


            The
two spent another half-hour chatting about various topics before the woman
left.  David scratched his head, wondering just what that was about,
before returning to his bunk and his tennis-ball tossing.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "This
council will now hear the case of," the clerk looked down at his scroll,
and then continued, "David Stroud."


            "Will
the accused please step forward?" one of the junior magistrates asked.


            David
stepped forward, to a spot that the guard pointed out to him.


            "David
Stroud," the magistrate intoned, "you are accused of the unlawful use
of magic by virtue of being an unregistered and unlicensed demighost.  Are
you a demighost, Mr. Stroud?"


            "I
guess so," David said.


            "You're
not sure?" one of the junior magistrates said with a grin.


            "All
of this is a bit new to me, Your Honors.  What I know is that I had an
accident, and ever since then, I've been... different.  Mr. Pendergrast
told me I was like him, and he said he was a demighost, so... I guess so."


            "Where
is this Mr. Pendergrast?" the magistrate intoned.  "Why is he
not here?"


            Agent
Sheridan rose.  "Your Honor, Mr. Pendergrast is imprisoned under the
curse of a dark wizard or wizards unknown.  He is incapable of appearing
here.  Mr. Pendergrast is a demighost, known to this council, as they have
seen him a few times over the centuries."


            "I
see.  Have you witnessed any of the supposed demighost traits in the
accused?"


            "Yes,
sir.  I have seen him fade, and specifically, he faded in an area where
the border between Earth and Haven does not permit such things for a regular
ghost... not to mention that he is standing here before us today, quite solid."


            "True. 
Very well.  David Stroud, it is the judgment of this council that you are,
in fact, a demighost.  As such, you cannot be allowed to roam freely until
such time as you have been licensed to use magic."


            "I
don't understand," David said.


            The
magistrate looked at him with pity, and then looked around.  "Is Dean
Lengel present today?"


            "Yes,
Your Honor," she said, rising from her seat.  David looked over to
see the woman who had visited him.


            Dean?


            "Mr.
Stroud, it is customary that anyone wishing to perform magic must be a licensed
magical professional.  To that end, there are several colleges of magic
throughout Dugerra.  A request went out, on my authority, when you arrived
in Dugerra, to find a suitable, and willing, place for you to conduct your
studies.  Dean Lengel was kind enough to agree to take you on as a
student.


            "Your
other choice, should you not wish to study magic, would be to remain imprisoned
in a management facility for the rest of your natural life... or, in your case,
your natural afterlife."


            "Not
much of a choice, Your Honor."


            The
magistrate smiled at him.  "It was never intended to be."


            "In
that case, I guess I'll go to college."


            "Very
good.  You will be transferred within the week from your current holding
cell to a more comfortable management facility until the school term begins. 
You are not a free man at school, Mr. Stroud.  You must remain on school
grounds, or in the company of school staff, at all times."


            "What
about school holidays, Your Honor?"


            "If
you are not able to remain at the school through those holidays, you will
return to the management facility.  This is especially true at the end of
the school year."


            "May
I ask how long I must be imprisoned that way?"


            "Magical
licensing exams occur at the end of your second collegiate year.  Should
you pass those exams, you will then be a licensed magical professional, and
your confinement will no longer be necessary."


            "I
understand."


            "Do
you have any further questions?"


            "Um...
oh!  How am I supposed to pay for school?  I have no money."


            "That
issue is being dealt with," the magistrate answered cryptically.


            "Okay. 
Um... I can't think of any questions right now... who should I ask if I have
more questions in the future?"


            "Direct
your questions to either Dean Lengel, or to Officer Garibaldi.  He has
been tasked as your case managing officer.  Madame Dean, do you have need
to speak with the young man?"


            "I
do, Your Honor.  We have several details to work out."


            "Very
well.  You may meet in room seven.  Afterwards, Mr. Stroud, you will
be returned to your cell.  This case is adjourned."


            The
guard led David out of the council chamber, and into a small meeting
room.  Dean Lengel had already made her way there.  When David
arrived, she held out her hand to shake his.  He took it.


            "David,
it's good to see you again.  And welcome to the Woodward Academy."


 


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            



















	
	
		



    
    
    

Chapter 3: August


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Eat
up, Stroud," the guard said to him as he passed his plate in through the
slot.


            David
took a cue from the strange tone of the guard's voice.  He looked down at
his plate, and was very confused.  "What in the world is this?"
he asked.      


            "Water
chestnuts, watercress, water biscuits, and for dessert, watermelon!  And
you can wash it all down with a nice, cool glass of water!"


            "I
don't get the joke," David said, puzzled.  It was hardly a decent
meal, if for no other reason than that there wasn't that much of it.


            "Cheer
up!  It's the water festival today!" the guard said, and moved on to
the next inmate.


            David
sighed and sat to eat his "lunch".  Mainly, he ate the
watermelon, which was acceptable.  The rest was barely edible.


            He'd
been here for a number of days that he'd not bothered to count.  Each day
was exactly like the ones before and after it:  they would rise, shower,
and eat breakfast in the meal hall.  They would spend some time outside in
the yard, and then be directed back to their cells.  For the rest of the
day, they would spend their time alone, reading, or drawing, or whatever they
could find to keep themselves from going completely stir crazy.


            He
shoved aside the remains of his meal, and went back to staring out the
window.  He didn't know when school began, but it couldn't be soon enough
to get the hell out of this place.


            In
about another hour or so, he heard a noise behind him.  He turned to see that
the guard had returned.  This time, however, he was escorting a rather
attractive lady.  She had shoulder-length black hair and green eyes, along
with a heart-shaped face and soft features.


            "Visitor
for you, Stroud," the guard said, and opened the door.  The lady
walked in, and then the guard slammed the door shut behind her and walked
away.  It had been made clear to David that the guard did not like his
job, and liked the people inside the Northern Callamandia Criminal Management
Facility even less.


            Might
as well call it a prison, David thought to himself.  That's exactly
what it is...  Though the NCCMF was technically not a prison (or so
he'd been told), the difference was lost on David.  He was housed in a
small cell, which contained a bed, a restroom, a chair and a desk.  His
third-floor view showed him the yard, and some trees in the distance.  The
facility housed some thousand or so inmates, but David had not bothered to talk
with any of them.  All of them were here because they had committed a
crime.  He was here because he wasn't quite dead.  He had little
interest in getting to know them.


            "Good
afternoon," the young lady said.


            David
pulled himself out of his reverie.  "Uh, hi.  Who are you?"


            "Sarah
Charbonneau," she said, holding out her hand.  David took it, shaking
gently and then letting go.  "I wanted to stop by and say hi, kind of
get acquainted, see how you were doing... oh, and bring you your Nagyara
basket!"


            "Nagyara?"


            "You
don't know about... Oh!  Right.  I forgot, you're new to
Dugerra.  I'm sorry.  Nagyara is the annual water festival."


            "Oh,
that," David said sardonically.  "I already had my water
lunch, thanks."


            "Huh?"
Sarah asked, confused.  David pointed to the tray, which had not yet been
picked up.  "They expected you to eat that?" she asked.


            "Well,
I ate the watermelon," he said.


            "I
think we can do a little better than that," she said, and set the
basket down, opening it.  She pulled out ripe fruits, most of which David
could not identify.  She had a bottle of what looked like sparkling water,
and then she pulled out a silver rod.


            "Sorry
I couldn't put together a better Nagyara basket, but I didn't know I was coming
until yesterday."


            "That's
okay.  Looks a lot better than what I've been eating.  What is all
this?"


            "Well,
these are Callum apples.  Very juicy.  Then we have oranges, of
course... And waterfruit is essential to any Nagyara celebration.  Some
strawberries, a few vikifruit... they're really hard to find, but absolutely
delicious!  And some lagoonberries.  This is effervescent water from
Lake Cochina... it's said to be very refreshing.


            "And
this is a silver flute," she said, handing him the thing that had appeared
to be a rod.


            "Um...
I don't know how to play the flute," he objected politely. 
"Thank you, though."


            "You'll
pick it up.  It's a customary gift at the water festival.  I wanted
to bring you some chimes, but they wouldn't let me.  I'm sorry about
that."


            "No
problem."


            "Well,
dig in," she said, motioning him to the food.  He grabbed a
waterfruit and bit into it.  It was sweet, with just a hint of tang, and
very juicy.  After he chewed and swallowed his first bite, he paused for a
moment.


            "Thank
you for the gifts and all, but... um... who are you?"


            "Oh! 
I'm so sorry!  I never properly introduced myself.  Well, as I said,
I'm Sarah.  I've been appointed your... uh... well, the term they use is
'keeper', up at the Academy."


            "Oh,"
David said.  This meant that Sarah was the person who would keep an eye on
him while he was at school, to make sure he didn't wander off in violation of
the magistrate's orders.


            "I'm
sorry.  I know it's got to seem horridly silly for you to have a baby
sitter at your age, but it's the law, and it's the only way that Dean Lengel
could get you into the school at all."


            "They
hired you just to watch over me?"


            "Oh,
no!  I already worked for the school.  I've been working there ever
since I graduated from there."


            "What
do you do there?"


            "I'm
a grounds maintenance worker.  Mainly I tend the flower gardens... or,
anyway, I direct the fairies who do most of the actual tending..."


            "Sounds
nice."


            "It
is!  I love flowers.  And the outdoors.  It's much better than
in here... it's dreadfully gloomy in this place.  Oh!  I'm sorry, I
bet you didn't need to hear that..."


            "Do
you apologize for everything you say?" David asked with a smile.


            Sarah
blushed crimson.  And as the word was about to come out of her mouth,
David joined in, and they said in unison, "Sorry."  Then they
broke out laughing.


-----


            Sarah
had stayed to visit for a few hours, but had then apologized - of course - that
she had to be getting back to the school, which was a several-hour trip. 
David thanked her for the gift, and for visiting, and told her he would see her
in a few weeks.  She had also brought him some paperwork from the school
that he'd needed to fill out, to select his classes.  He had followed Dean
Lengel's suggestions to the letter, as he had no idea what classes he should
take.


            Finally,
as the day wore down, he lay on his bunk, eating a Callum apple and just
thinking random thoughts.


            Well,
at least my keeper isn't some old codger, or a bitter old witch of a woman...
Or, here, would that be a bitter old woman of a witch?


            David
chuckled to himself, tossed the remains of the apple in his garbage can, and
then turned over to go to sleep.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            It
was at least a week later when David heard the door to his cell being cracked
open once more.  He had been looking out the window once again, but
turned, hoping to see Sarah, or perhaps Dean Lengel.


            "Oh,
it's you," he said, the disappointment in his voice clear.


            "Nice
to see you, too," Garibaldi said to him with a smile.


            "Why
are you here?" David asked.  Joe Garibaldi had only meant trouble for
David so far, so he didn't exactly like seeing him.


            "You
have a little trip to take.  I'm your escort.  You got anything you
need to take with?"


            "How
long will I be gone?"


            "Just
for the day.  Most of it will be spent traveling."


            "In
that case, no, I don't need anything.  Where are we going?"


            "Someone
wants to talk to you."


            David
found that he couldn't get any further answers out of Garibaldi, and so by the
time they were in the outer courtyard of the facility, they had grown quiet.


            That
was, until David caught sight of their ride.


            The
coach was nothing special; it looked much like the first one he'd ridden in
here in Dugerra.  But what was pulling it...


            "Can
I touch them?" he asked Garibaldi.


            Garibaldi
grinned, and motioned him forward.  There was a woman sitting in the
driver seat of the coach, and she said, "Just don't move too fast... and
don't stand behind the one in the back.  He's cranky."


            David
nodded to her, and walked up to the large, winged horses ready to pull the
coach.  The one in front was a pure white, but the rear one was brown with
white markings.  Each had their wings folded tightly against their
bodies.  David could see the intelligence in their eyes.


            "Is
it safe to pet them?" he asked the woman.


            "If
they don't want you to, they'll let you know it," she said.


            David
slowly reached out his hand to the white one, which was a female.  She
didn't wait for David to make contact, but instead shoved her head against his
hand, insisting on being petted.


            Garibaldi
laughed while David petted the animal, talking softly to it.


            "Guess
she didn't mind being petted," Garibaldi said to him after he was done, and
they were getting into the coach.


            David
grinned, but didn't say anything.  If they were using pegs, it meant they
were going on a long trip, and it would be very interesting to see this land
from the air.


He sat down in his seat, and the driver hopped down
to close the coach door.


            "You
could have shut it for her," he said to Garibaldi.


            "Wouldn't
work.  The coach is enchanted.  The door has to be opened and closed
by someone outside."


            "Why?"
David said.


            As
the door was closed, Garibaldi said, "Safety."


            Immediately,
a cloth strap wrapped itself loosely around David's waist.


            "Aah!"
he cried out.


            "Calm
down!  It's just your seat belt," he replied.


            "I'm
not exactly used to my seat belt fastening itself!" David huffed.


            "You'll
learn," Garibaldi told him.


            David
heard the woman clamber back up into the driver seat, and she clicked her
tongue at the horses.


            "Just
what kind of ride... whoa!" David screamed as the carriage tilted
precariously backward.  The pegs had galloped for a short distance, but
had then taken immediately to the air.  The carriage followed behind them,
and it was some moments before it leveled out, once the pegs had reached the
height they were to fly at.


            The
ride, once they were at altitude, was relatively smooth, which David was
thankful for.  He didn't get air sick, but constant bumps and jostles
would not have been a lot of fun.  The ride wasn't quite as smooth as an
airliner, but was comfortable, nonetheless.


            David
looked out the window, to see that they were only flying at a few hundred feet
above the ground.


            "Is
this as high as they can go?" he asked Garibaldi.


            "No,
but there's no reason to go higher.  They usually fly just high enough to
clear the tallest thing in view.  Remember, the higher they fly, the
longer the trip."


            David
nodded, and then returned to watching out the window.  Flying at this
altitude was much more impressive than being in an airplane.  He could
still see the details of things on the ground, and it wasn't just a colored surface
to him.


            After
an hour of flying, David turned back to Garibaldi.  "So, where are we
going?"


            "Back
to your home."


            "I
don't really want to see my parents again," David said.  "And
I'm quite sure they don't want to see me."


            Garibaldi
winced, but nodded.  "I didn't mean your house, just the city."


            "Why? 
Who are we going to see?"


            "Jacob
Pendergrast wants to talk to you."


            "Jacob...
why?"


            "I
don't actually know that," Garibaldi said.  "But he made his
request officially, and everything was in order, so they approved the trip, and
here we are."


            "Oh."


            It
took another two hours for them to reach their destination, which was the same
field he'd seen before, with the same small shed in the middle of it.  


            As
they headed toward the shed, David asked, "How come there are no
hellhounds on this side?"


            "Because
there's no rule preventing anyone from Dugerra to go into Earth, so there's no
need for them."


            "Oh. 
I have a question."


            "Go
ahead."


            "If
something were to happen to you, like you got hit by a car or something, would
I be able to get back into Dugerra by myself?  I mean, would the
hellhounds stop me?"


            "Of
course you'd be able to come back.  You're a magical being.  That's
the only requirement for entering Dugerra.  You have to either be a
magical being, or be in the company of one.  You planning on pushing me in
front of one of those car things?"


            "No,
I just wonder about these things."


            Garibaldi
nodded, and then put his hand against the wall of the shed.  The door
magically appeared out of the wall, and swung outward, revealing the cramped
interior of a dilapidated shed to them.


            The
two did not hesitate, but passed into the shed, and walked out the front door
of it, waiting only long enough for the Dugerra door to close and seal itself.


            Earth
was exactly as he remembered it, and it was a pleasant, sunny day.


            He
was a bit disconcerted by the car parked at the curb, however.


            Garibaldi
saw the look and explained before David could ask.  "Since this
request was official, we had plenty of time to arrange things.  That's our
transportation."


            "Oh. 
I'm glad we don't have to walk."


            Garibaldi
and David walked up to the car, where stood an attractive woman who nonetheless
wore the black coat and hawk's emblem of the Rimohrs.


            "Good
day, Giuseppe," the lady said.


            Garibaldi
shook his head.  To David, he said, "She refuses to call me
Joe.  This is Officer Viviana Columbo.  Viv, this is our charge for
the day, Mr. David Stroud, demighost."


            "Pleasure
to meet you," she said, and shook David's hand.  David smiled
politely at her.  She opened the door for him, and he and Garibaldi got in
back.


            Once
Viviana had gotten into the driver's seat, Garibaldi asked, "You know
where we're going?"


            "I've
made sure the GPS is set correctly, yes."


            "The
what?" Garibaldi said in confusion.


            David
laughed as hard as he could remember ever having laughed.  By the time he
settled down, the car had been underway for a full minute.


            "I'm
glad I can amuse you," Garibaldi grumped.


            "It's
one of those computer things," David said, finally getting control of
himself.  "It tells you where you are, and gives you directions for
where you're going."


            "Isn't
that what a map is for?" he asked.


            "The
maps don't have moving 'you are here' dots on them in Earth, Giuseppe,"
Viviana said.


            "Well,
that's a pain in the ass..."


            Soon
enough, the car arrived at the house on Spooner Street.


            "I'll
wait out here," Viviana said.


            "I'll
wait with you," Garibaldi said.  To David, he said, "That place
creeps me out.  I don't see how you can go in there."


            David
shrugged.  "I died there.  What worse can happen to me?"


            "Don't
try anything," Garibaldi warned.  "There's a containment charm
around the entire house."


            David
nodded, and walked into the house.  Once inside, he closed his eyes, bent
his head forward, crossed his arms, and exhaled sharply, enduring the short but
unpleasant wave of discomfort that washed over him.  When he opened his
eyes again, he was in ghost form.  Closing his eyes once more, he imagined
himself passing through the shimmering curtain between worlds.  When he
opened his eyes this time, he could see that the Earth world was fainter, and
the space felt more expansive.  He'd not noticed these nuances the last
time he was here, probably because he'd been too troubled to take it in.


            "Welcome
back, David," a voice said from behind him.  He jumped slightly, and
turned to see Jacob standing a few feet away.


            "Hey. 
Well, I didn't exactly get much of a choice.  I can only imagine what it
must be like for you, if this is how your days have been for a century and a
half."


            "Yes. 
At least your incarceration will end.  I wanted to apologize to you."


            "For
what?"


            "Giving
the Rimohrs your name."


            "You
told them who I was?  Why?"


            "I
knew that they would find you eventually, and from the reports I'd gotten from
my visiting ghost friends, I knew that you had finished with your vengeful
tasks.  I knew that you were... what is that term?  'At loose
ends.'  And I also knew that you would be happier once you'd started your
new existence in Dugerra."


            "Well,
I guess so.  I mean, I can't say the last month has been a pleasure
cruise."


            "But
school will start soon, so you will be out of the management facility."


            "Yeah. 
Was that what you wanted?  Just to tell me you're sorry?  Seems like
you could have put that in a letter.  Or had another ghost deliver the
message, or something."


            "Actually,
no, it wasn't all.  I just wanted to make sure I said that, so I said it
first.  There's another issue, a rather more important one, for us to
discuss."


            "What's
that?"


            "The
cost of your education... and your upkeep, for that matter.  You have no
Dugerran family, correct?"


            "None
that I know of, no."


            "So
you have no Dugerran money.  Earth money is, understandably, useless in
Dugerra."


            "I
haven't got any of that, either," David said.


            Jacob
nodded.  "So how are you to pay for your schooling, and such things
as clothing and other basic necessities and luxuries?"


            "I
don't know.  The magistrate said that it was being looked into, but I
haven't heard anything more about it."


            "Yes. 
I'm not sure what he was doing at first, but he finally sent someone to talk to
me about it.


            "I
feel somewhat responsible for your condition, David.  Not because of what
I told the Rimohrs, but because if it had not been for my condition, you would
not be what you are now."


            "Wasn't
really much you could do about it, though..." David said, absolving the
man of any responsibility.


            Jacob
waved away the absolution.  "Still.  I feel like I owe you
something, and I don't like having such debts of honor hanging over me. 
Therefore, I have decided to give you something."


            "Okay...
what?"


            "My
family's estate."


            "Your...
wait, you have an estate?  After a hundred fifty years?"


            "Others
have looked after it for me."


            "It
can't be worth much by now, can it?  With all the taxes and fees and other
things that have to be paid?"


            "What
are taxes?"


            That
question made David's head hurt, so he said, "Never mind.  But, I
mean, hasn't it lessened in value while you've been stuck here?"


            "No,
not really.  It certainly has not grown as fast as it could have, but it
is larger than it was a sesquicentennial ago."


            "Oh. 
Well, um... why give me the whole thing?  Why not just give me enough to
make it through school?"


            "What
use do I have for it?  I'm stuck in here for eternity.  Hardly worth
hanging on to at this point, so it might as well do some good for
somebody.  This is what I can do for you, which will ease my own
conscience about your condition."


            "Okay...
Thank you.  Um... I don't want to sound greedy, but just how much money
are we talking about?"


            Jacob
laughed.  "More than you will ever need.  Trust me, when you've
been alive for as long as I have, you can accumulate a rather large sum, even
without trying very hard, and there was a time when I tried very hard, indeed. 
I dare say that you would never need to work... or, at least, not for a
few centuries.  I would implore you to do something useful with your life,
however.  I have found that lack of activity makes one feel quite
pointless."


            "I'll
keep that in mind," David said seriously.  "Will there be papers
that need to be signed?  I didn't see Mr. Garibaldi carrying
anything..."


            "They've
already been handled.  You may have some forms waiting for you when you
return to your current, lovely home."  The sarcasm was quite clear in
Jacob's voice.  "There are no stipulations on how you use the
money... however, I have specifically set aside the necessary funds for your
schooling.  That money can only go to the school you are currently
attending at the time."


            David
nodded.


            "I
would, however, make one earnest request of you," Jacob said gravely.


            "Name
it," David said immediately.


            Jacob
took a moment to discern David's meaning, and then carried on. 
"Please be generous to others.  It is something that I never was, and
it is something I regret, sitting here in the empty moments of my day. 
Money can buy you happiness, of a sort, David... but it does it best
when the things you are buying are for other people."


            "You're
not telling me to give it all away to charity, are you?" David asked.


            "No,
not at all.  There is no reason whatsoever for you to impoverish yourself. 
However, the amount of my estate, and the rate at which it is growing, is
something I don't think you could reasonably outpace, even by helping others around
you.  You cannot fix the whole world, David... but you can, perhaps, fix
your own little part of it.  That was something I never attempted, and I
regret it now.


            "Anyway,
that is not a legal requirement of the transfer.  In fact, the transfer
has already been completed, so there could be no such requirement made of
you.  It is merely... a favor I ask, in return."


            "I'll
do my best to keep it in mind," David told him.  Jacob looked him in
the face, saw the sincerity in the reply, and nodded to him.  Jacob
extended his hand, and David took it.


            "I
would like to keep in touch with you, if that's possible," David said.


            "I
think I would like that," Jacob replied.  "I will not be able to
get anyone to you while you are imprisoned.  However, once you travel to
the school, I will send someone to meet you.  That someone will be able to
act as messenger between us."


            "Okay. 
Was there anything else you wanted to tell me?"


            "Not
just now, no.  I think you should probably be returning to your escort,
before he thinks you've tried to run off."


            "Yeah. 
Thanks, Jacob."


            Jacob
shook his head.  "It was the least thing I could do.  Educate
yourself.  Make something of your life.  Do something worthy."


            "I'll
try," David said.


            "Yes,
I know you will," Jacob said seriously, and then walked off into the
darkness.


            David
returned to Earth and his human form, and went back out to the car.


            His
journey back to the prison was not quite as bleak as it would have otherwise
been.


            I'm
rich?  Cool.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            It
was roughly a week later when David saw Garibaldi again.  It was early
morning this time.  David had just been directed back to his cell after
breakfast.  This was odd, so he knew something was up.  Garibaldi's
appearance confirmed it.


            "What're
you doing here?" David asked him.


            "Get
packed.  We're taking another trip."


            "To
see Jacob again?"


            "No. 
You're going to go see your new school and get your books and things."


            "Are
classes starting?"


            "Next
week.  We wanted you to have a chance to see the school ahead of
time.  Most students went to orientation last spring.  You,
obviously, didn't have that option, so we're taking you over for a day, so you
can see what it's like."


            "Okay...
you said get packed..."


            "We'll
be gone for three days.  One to get there, one to see the school, and one
to get back."


            "Damn. 
How far away is it?"


            "It's
on the eastern coast."


            "Can
you give me an Earth-related reference?"


            "No. 
I never learned Earth geography."


            David
tsked at him, but shoved his clothes into his prison-issue duffel and slung it
over his shoulder.


            "Don't
you want to use the bathroom before we go?" Garibaldi said, gesturing to
the partitioned-off toilet area.


            "I'm
a demighost," David said, as if this explained everything.


            Garibaldi
shrugged, and then led David out to the same coach they had used before. 
It had the same driver, but not the same pegs.  David said hello to the
driver, and patted the winged horses before getting into the coach.  His
seat belt snugged itself around him, and they were soon in the air.


            "We'll
stop about halfway there, to change the pegs and get something to eat.  I
hope you don't get hungry on the way..."


            "I'm
a demighost," David said yet again.


            "What's
that supposed to mean?" Garibaldi asked in frustration.


            "It
means I have no biological functions.  I don't need to eat, I don't need
to shit.  I guess I still need to sleep; I do get tired."


            "But...
I know I've seen you eat... well, hell, you were at breakfast when I got to the
facility..."


            "I
said I don't need to, not that I don't.  I eat mainly out of
habit... but also because I still enjoy the taste of food."  


            "How
do you deal with your... uh... 'waste', then?"


            "I
don't have any."


            "I
think I'll stop asking questions now," Garibaldi said.


            "That's
probably best," David replied with a grin.


-----


            The
trip went uneventfully, and it was actually growing boring by the time they reached
their destination.  David had found it interesting that, though the land
was very green and lush, there were few large human inhabitations, and not a
single city to be seen.


            "We
don't form cities," Garibaldi explained when David asked about it. 
"They don't have a useful purpose here."


            "No
one ever wanted to grow their businesses larger, or streamline things?"


            "We've
discovered that there's little benefit to putting everyone right next to each
other.  Maybe it's necessary when there are so many people, doing so many
different things and needing all of those specialized facilities... but in
Dugerra, almost all of the available 'facilities' can be easily replicated
locally, without the overcrowding, noise, and general unpleasantness of city
life.  We like our green spaces too much, I guess... and it's good enough
to see your neighbor once or twice a day, instead of every time you turn
around."


            "I
guess," David said dubiously.  He was used to cities.  This
rural, or at least village, life seemed backwards to him.


            As
the pegs began their descent, it was already growing dark.


            "We'll
spend the night at the inn, and we'll go up to the school tomorrow."


            "Where
are we?" David asked.


            "The
town is called Gorumshead.  It's here mainly because of the school. 
It's like a support system."


            David
nodded, wondering if they were called "townies" here.


            The
coach bumped a little harshly, and they were once again on the ground. 
The ride was actually somewhat rougher, now that the wheels were bumping along
on the uneven roadway instead of in the sky.


            The
coach came to a stop, and the driver hopped down, opening the door so that they
could disembark.  David stretched before he got out of the coach, and then
hopped off, looking around curiously.


            The
town of Gorumshead looked like it could belong in any Renaissance fair, except
much cleaner.  The style of the buildings would be called "quaint",
and there was no concrete or steel to be seen.


            David
found, strangely, that he actually kind of liked it.


            Garibaldi
directed David forward, toward a building across the street.


            "There's
our home for the night," he said.


            David
looked at the building.  It was a stone construction, with wooden beams at
the corners.  It had a large picture window, and a massive wooden
door.  Above the door hung a sign that read, "Ye Olde Slyther Inn and
Pub".


            "Do
they really speak old English here?" David asked.


            Garibaldi
chuckled.  "No.  The owner came from Earth.  Someplace
called Ireland, I think."


            David
nodded.  Garibaldi hauled open the door and waved David inside.  Once
they were in, the door swung shut and the brightness and warmth of the room
engulfed them.


            "Welcome,
strangers," the barkeep said.  "What can I get for you?"


            "Firstly,
have you got any rooms available?"


            "Sure
do.  One, or two?"


            "You
got one with two beds?" Garibaldi asked.


            "Yeah,
I do.  How long you boys be staying?"


            "Two
days, probably," Garibaldi said.


            "Bonnie,
you want to show these boys to their room?"


            "Come
on, then," she said, and ushered them up the stairs.  They went down
a hallway, and she stopped at a door, pushing it open.  "Here it
is."


            Garibaldi
tossed his bag so it landed on the far bed.  David walked in and set his
on the near one.  As they left, David asked, "What about locking
it?  Someone might steal our stuff..."


            Bonnie
looked offended at the notion.  Garibaldi told her, "New
guy."  She seemed mollified by that, and left them to go back to her
duties.


            Garibaldi
explained to David.  "First off, your average person in Dugerra
thinks thievery is right up there with murder.  Well, maybe not quite that
bad, but close.  Of course there are thieves and rapists and murderers and
all your nastier sort, but they're not nearly so numerous as in Earth. 
And second, the door is magically locked.  The only people it will let in
are you, me, and the staff of the pub."


            "Oh." 
David felt embarrassed that he'd made such an error.  Garibaldi seemed to
have already forgotten about it.  David was sure that Bonnie had not.


-----


            David
and Garibaldi had enjoyed a good meal.  It was a casserole containing meat
that David did not recognize, and was too afraid to ask about.  The
vegetables had been tasty, and the mead - a very weak mead, but well-flavored -
was quite appealing.


            As
they sat at the table talking about nothing very much, Bonnie came over to
them.


            "Would
you like anything for dessert?" she asked.  David found it strange
that she was specifically asking him, and not Garibaldi, or the two of them in
general.


            "I'm
stuffed," Garibaldi said, "but you go ahead and order something if
you like."


            "What's
on the menu?" he asked.


            "Well,
we've got some rum cake, and some gelled lagoonberries with whipped
cream..."


            "Give
the boy some Gorumshead cream pie!" one of the nearby patrons
enthused.  "It's the greatest!"


            "That's
completely gross!" the patron's female partner said.  "You know
they make that from pig brains!"


            "Oh,
hufflepuff!  That was in the old days!"


            David
looked a little grimly at Bonnie.


            Bonnie
said, "He's right.  They used the pureed brain of a gorum in the old
days... that's why it was called "gorum's head-cream pie", but since
they hunted the gorum to extinction, we just use custard.  It really is
quite tasty."


            "Well,
I guess it won't kill me," he said, giving Garibaldi a look. 
Garibaldi had trouble not choking on his drink.  "I'll try it."


            Bonnie
smiled at him, and went off to fetch his dessert.


            The
Gorumshead cream pie was, in fact, delicious.  It was a cake with a slight
flavor that he couldn't quite discern.  In between the layers of cake was
the vanilla custard, and topping that off was a thick chocolate drizzle, topped
with lagoonberries.  David almost ordered a second piece, but decided not
to.  He would soon be living nearby, and could have this treat whenever he
wanted it.


            Well,
whenever I can convince Sarah to come down here with me, anyway.


            That
thought cooled his fervor a little bit... but only a little.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Did
you go here?" David asked Garibaldi.


            "Yes,
I did.  Best wizarding college in all of Callamandia."


            "And
I would expect no less praise of an alum," Dean Lengel said, walking out
of a doorway to greet them.  "David, welcome to the Woodward Academy
of Magical Arts.  I hope your trip wasn't too dreadful."


            "I've
had a lot worse," he said.


            She
smiled.  "Good!  Well, since Ms. Charbonneau brought all your
paperwork back with her, today will be considerably easier.  Mostly, we'll
just go through the normal orientation material, since that's what you
missed."


            As
Dean Lengel started leading David back toward the entrance they had just come
in, Garibaldi said, "If you're willing to take custody of him, Dean
Lengel, then I'll just wait around here."


            "Don't
want to see your old school?"


            "My
memories aren't all that fond," Garibaldi said, blushing.


            "No,
I imagine not," she said with a chuckle.  "Very well.  I'll
hand him back to you at the end of the day.  You can meet us down at the
first year dorm.  Room C42."


            Garibaldi
nodded, and headed out ahead of them.  Dean Lengel waited for him to get
out of earshot before she spoke.  "He was a real rapscallion, that
one.  Gave us no end of trouble."


            "How'd
he end up a cop, then?"


            The
dean laughed.  "The Rimohrs have a set of standards so obscure I'm
not sure even they understand them!"  She grinned at him, and
then said, "Come along, and I'll show you the school."


            They
walked out of the administration building into the bright sunlight, which glinted
off the water, as the building was, in fact, in the middle of what looked for
all the world like a moat.


            "What's
with all the water?" David asked.


            "The
Woodward Academy," Dean Lengel started, clearly reciting something that
she had long ago memorized, "was established on the grounds of Castle
Woodward.  Lord Peter Woodward was a master wizard, one of the king's most
trusted assistants, and a faithful guardian of Northern Callamandia.  The
castle stood through many attacks, from land and sea, and never fell.


            "The
castle proper is, as you see, there at the top of the hill."  The
dean gestured, as they had moved around the side of the building, and they
could now see the castle, more than a hundred feet above them up a sheer
cliff.  "On the top of the hill is the castle itself, surrounded by a
moat.  There is then a drop, which leads to a much larger moat.  This
moat currently holds many of the school's buildings.


            "After
the second moat is another drop, which leads to the terrace.  Originally
the terrace was kept clear of trees and other growth, to act as a clear field
of fire for the castle defenders, who would descend to the moat level to fight.


            "The
terrace drops off once more, to the largest moat, known in the old days as the
Monster Moat.  It originally held sea monsters to keep people from
crossing.  Most of the monsters were removed when the school was
built."


            "Most?"
David asked shakily.


            The
dean smiled at him and continued.


            "After
Lord Woodward's death, the castle returned to the control of the king, but by
that time things had settled down, and other, smaller castles were capable of
handling the dangers.  Castle Woodward sat unoccupied for several
centuries.


            "About
eight hundred years ago, give or take a few, the need for colleges of wizardry
arose, and, as Lord Woodward was one of the greatest wizards, who prized his
knowledge, the castle was enlisted as the grounds for what became known as the
Woodward Academy.


            "And
that concludes our history lesson," the dean said, clearly finishing up her
rehearsed speech.  "I don't normally do this... in fact, students are
discouraged from doing it outside of class, but... I'm going to take you up to
see the castle."


            "Why
is it forbidden?"


            "It's
not forbidden... just discouraged.  The castle, you see, has become the
home of a great many ghosts, and they feel as though they own the place. 
There was quite a bit of trouble some centuries back, until an agreement was
reached between the ghosts and the school.  They allow us use of the
castle on a limited basis, and we otherwise leave them be.


            "I
imagine you'll be slightly more welcome than I am."


            "I'm
not so sure," David said, remembering what Jacob had said about how ghosts
felt toward demighosts.


            The
dean led David to a set of stairs.  These were wide, and had large steps,
making them easy to climb.


            "Why
such wide steps?" David asked.


            "For
the centaurs, mainly," she replied.


            "I'm
not sure I heard you right," David said.  "It sounded like you
said centaurs."


            Dean
Lengel looked at him, and then grinned sheepishly.  "Right.  I
forget that people who are new here just don't always know all about the
inhabitants of Dugerra.  Centaurs are half-horse..."


            "...
and half-man, I know.  I know what they are, but I never expected
anyone to just come out and say something like, 'we made the stairs wider for
the centaurs.'"


            Dean
Lengel laughed.  "You'll meet one sooner or later.  They deliver
the mail to the school, so there always seems to be one or two around."


            "Centaurs
are mailmen?"


            "Some
of them.  Others work in other public service positions."


            "They
sound kind of like slave labor..." David said distastefully.


            "Oh,
no!" the dean said emphatically.  "I don't want to give that
impression at all!  They do those jobs because they like
them!  The centaurs are very service-oriented.  And they are well
paid for their work, believe me!  We've asked them if they wanted a part
in the governing of Callamandia, but they have always refused.  They
govern their own community, but they feel that governing over others is too
arrogant."


            "And
yet you govern over them?"


            The
dean smiled.  "Yes.  And they don't object.  And they
understand that we don't feel the same way about it.  It's very
complex."


            "I
see that," David said with a grin.  They reached the top of the
stairs shortly thereafter, and walked across the bridge over the moat.


            As
they passed into the gatehouse, under the watchful gaze of a carved thunderbird
statue perched above the entrance, David asked, "Does the drawbridge still
work?"


            "Not
much use otherwise," she replied.  "Everything in the castle is
magically created and magically maintained.  It looks the same now as the
day Lord Woodward finished it."


            They
passed through the curtain wall into the courtyard, and the area inside was
very spacious.  The courtyard was meticulously maintained, its lawn lush
and green.  Right in the center were four statues, each facing a compass
point.  One was a griffin.  Another was a sphinx.  The third was
a pegasus, and the last was a large bird, which looked to David like it might
be a phoenix.  He did not dwell on it, however, as the castle's keep drew his
attention immediately.  It looked to be well over fifty feet tall, but...


            "Awful
lot of windows for a defensive position, aren't there?"


            The
dean smiled and said cryptically, "The castle's not in danger right
now."


            The
two walked across the courtyard and up the steps to the keep.  Those steps
bore cracks that glowed a deep red and orange.  Dean Lengel stopped David
a couple steps down from the top.


            "In
order to access the castle, it must allow us entrance.  I will go and take
hold of the door handles.  If it allows us in, the doors will open."


            "And
if it doesn't?"


            "Well,
if it doesn't, we'll just have to leave.  If we were to attempt to force
our way in... well, these lava-stone steps would become more lava than stone,
and we would die a very painful death."


            "Ouch."


            "Yes. 
So, just wait here."


            Dean
Lengel walked up to the doors, which were covered in wood inlays of a militant
design.  The center of the door was covered with a carving of some kind of
fiery bird, red jewels for its eyes.  There were four stars over the bird,
and three stars in the middle of the bird.  On either side of the bird was
a decoration containing a crescent and five chevrons, and beneath the bird,
flowing up along its sides, was a laurel branch.  It was very impressive
in its size; the door was ten feet tall, and at least as wide.


            The
dean put one hand on each door handle, and the crystal bars that were the
handles glowed slightly.  Suddenly, the crystal eyes of the bird glowed
bright red, impressive even in bright daylight.  Then a loud clacking was
heard, and the doors swung open.


            Dean
Lengel turned back to David.  "I guess we're welcome today. 
Come on in."


            David
went hesitantly.  The eyes of the bird had creeped him out.


            Dean
Lengel showed David where the history classes were, and then she showed him the
Great Hall.


            "We
hold some school celebrations in here.  We can't fit all the students in
here, though, so only those celebrations that involve smaller groups."


            The
room was very impressive, if only for its size.  It was not ornate, but
was tastefully decorated with blue and green silks adorning the walls, with
metal torch holders affixed between the decorations.  The hall ceiling was
twenty feet above him, coming to a point in the middle and arching down to each
side wall.  There were no windows.


            They
did not explore the keep much further, but instead went back out into the
castle grounds.  Dean Lengel took David up onto the rampart of the castle,
which went around the inside of the curtain wall.  It was somewhat hard to
see out the crenellations, as they were narrow, but then the dean suggested he
climb up into one of them.


            David
did so, and was astonished by the view.  Each level of the hill was easy
to make out, the three moats glistening in the sun.  The eastern side of
the hill dropped off precipitously, and the ocean stretched out its massive
expanse from northern horizon to south, without any land projecting out into
it.


            The
dean climbed up into the crenellation next to David's.  "From here,
you can see all the waterfalls.  It's a wonderful view.  Over there,
you see the sports arena."


            "What
do you play there?  Soccer?  Football?"


            Dean
Lengel looked a bit confused until she realized these were Earth sports. 
"No.  There's a few different games we play in there... and we're
starting a new team this year for baxayr."


            "What's
that?" David asked.


            "Oh,
you'll see.  I don't think I could adequately describe the game to
you.  Anyway, all the sporting events happen there.  If you look over
that way-"


            "Yaaagh!"
David cried out as a large creature swooped within feet of them, and then a
loud splashing of water was heard beneath them.  David composed himself
and looked over the edge.  "What in the world is that?"
he asked.


            "It's
an awk," the dean said.  "There's a flock of them that live here
at the school.  They are used for... well, pleasure sailing, so to speak,
on the moats."


            The
animal in question was a giant duck-like bird, big enough to hold two people
comfortably on its back, at least while it was in the water.  David didn't
want to think about what would happen in flight.


            "Well,
now that you've seen the school from above, let's head on down to the terrace,
so you can look around some more."


            As
they walked down the castle tier stairs, and then across what Dean Lengel
called the Academy Moat, she explained some details of the school to David.


            "The
Academy houses about two thousand students each year.  Most of those are
in their first two years.  After that, the numbers taper off rather
quickly."


            "Why
is that?" David asked.


            "Most
magic-users don't see the need to go to school beyond their licensure
requirements.  Those people were born and raised in Earth, and they want
to go back there, but use their magic.  They can do that once they
complete their licensure, so they don't go beyond the two year mark.


            "There's
another drop off after four years, which is the level at which you're allowed
to live and work in Dugerra.  After that, there's only a small number who
remain.  It mainly depends on what it is you want to do after you leave
school."


            "I
still have no idea about that," David admitted.


            The
dean nodded.  "You don't have to know yet.  You've got a couple
years to figure it out.  Anyway, the school is different from what you
would expect for an Earth college.  Class attendance is compulsory here;
you will get into trouble if you don't have a good reason for missing
class.  Also, there is a strict dress code.  Some call it a school
uniform, and I guess it is, to some extent."


            "For
discipline reasons?" David asked.


            "Not
exactly.  It's more to give you an identity as a Woodward Academy
student.  This school has a good reputation, and it's felt that letting
you show your affiliation gives students pride and self-confidence."


            David
nodded, but did not comment.


            "Anyway,
you must follow the dress code while in public on school grounds.  It's
not that stringent.  Other than color, what you're wearing now would
pass... except for your coat."


            "Coat?"


            Dean
Lengel gestured to her own.  "Haven't you noticed that all wizards
wear an overgarment of some kind?  In the olden days, it was a robe. 
Most modern wizards have adopted the long coat.  It's necessary to hold
your magic supplies."


            "Oh. 
Doesn't that get hot in summer?" he asked.


            "Not
if you buy the right coat," the dean replied with another cryptic
smile.  "Anyway, all the school supplies of that type can be obtained
down in Gorumshead.  In fact, I'll take you down there in a while, so you
can get all that taken care of."


            "I
don't want to inconvenience you, ma'am," David said, a little abashed to
have the dean of students treating him in this manner.


            "Don't
worry about it.  I cleared my schedule for the day.  You are a
special student, David, and I know that we will have to accommodate your
differences.  To that end, I want us to feel comfortable around each
other.  I'll take you up to the campus bookstore, first, so you can get
the majority of your supplies there, and then we can go down to Gorumshead to
get your... other needs taken care of."


            "Okay."


            "First,
however... are you at all hungry?  I'm starving."


            "I
don't get hungry," David explained.  "But if you want to eat
lunch, I'll join you."


            "Good!"


            They
had just reached the edge of the Academy Moat, and they had to wait for their
ride down to the terrace.  It arrived shortly in the form of a large rock,
floating in midair.  David eyed it warily.


            "Go
on, it's perfectly safe.  No one's fallen off in over a decade."


            David
stepped onto the rock gingerly, and immediately a blue haze appeared around
him.  Dean Lengel stepped through the haze and joined him, and soon the
rock began its slow descent to the terrace level.


            "These
are the most efficient means of getting from level to level.  You'll find
that they serve each of the dorms, and there are several stops located around
each level.  Except for the castle level.  If you want to go to the
castle, you have to use the stairs.  The bubble forms around the rock any
time someone is riding on it.  It will keep you from falling off."


            David
nodded, looking a little anxiously over the edge of the rock down at the
terrace below.


            The
ride down was swift, but not stomach-churningly so.  They stepped off the
rock onto a platform, and then down some stairs to the ground.  The dean
directed David off to their right, where a large building sat in a
clearing.  It had large windows and a clear view of the landscape in the
distance.


            "That's
the cafeteria," she said.


            "Do
you normally eat in there?"


            "Oh,
yes!  Best food around.  Well, no, that's not true.  The food at
the Slyther Inn is better, I must admit... but they can't feed two thousand
people three times a day!"


            Lunch
was very tasty, and the dean continued her explanation about school life while
they ate.  David asked a few minor questions, and the dean gladly answered
all of them.


            Once
she had finished her lunch, they headed out of the cafeteria.  "Is
there anything else you'd like to see, or do you want to go and get your
supplies now?"


            "I
think I got a good picture of it from up at the castle.  Why don't we go
ahead and get my supplies?"


            "Sounds
good."  They rode back up to the Academy level on the floating rock,
and then walked along the rim of the moat until they reached the bridge to a
large building, also out in the middle of the moat.


            "Why
didn't you just drain the moats and build on dry land?"


            "Draining
the moats is not possible.  They are fed by a river.  The hill was
built right on top of the river, and so it literally flows up through the
middle of this hill and out the top.  Draining the moats would mean
redirecting the entire river on a permanent basis.  It was easier to just
build in the moat."


            "I
see."  As they approached the building, David stopped walking and
turned to the dean.  She looked at him curiously.  "Are there
other students in there?"


            "A
few," she confirmed.


            "If
you're trying to keep my... uh... difference... a secret, how are you going to
explain why you're leading around a single student?"


            The
dean looked at him for a moment.  "That hadn't really occurred to
me.  What would you suggest?"


            David
shrugged.  "I don't really know."


            "Perhaps
Mr. Garibaldi should escort you for this part."


            "I'm
not sure how to explain him, either.  Actually," David said after a
little thought, "he'd be even harder to explain."


            "Well,
I tell you what," the dean said finally.  "I will wait out here
for you."  She reached into her coat and pulled out a piece of
parchment.  "This is a list of all the supplies you'll be needing from
the bookstore.  Now... I hate to pry, but... do you have any way to pay
for these things?"


            David
smiled.  He and Garibaldi had visited the bank in Gorumshead that
morning.  It had been a vastly ordinary experience, and David was slightly
disappointed that it had not been a more fantastical adventure.  Banks, he
decided, are universally dull.


            "Yes,
I think I can manage."


            "Very
well.  Please do not abuse my trust by running off."


            "I
won't.  I promise."


            "Thank
you.  Go on, then."


            David
entered the building, which was not just the campus bookstore, but appeared to
be some kind of commons building where many activities would take place. 
He found the bookstore off to his right, however, and went inside.


            David
spent almost a half-hour collecting all the items on the list.  Sorting
through the stacks of books to find the ones he needed was difficult, as they
weren't in any sort of recognizable order.  Finding the other supplies
such as InkyQuills and Rubouts was even more demanding, as he had no real idea
what the hell they were.  Ultimately, one of the store staff had to help
him find it all.


            He
got into line without paying much attention to the people in front of
him.  The girl right in front of him, however, was putting off a very
pleasant scent that he couldn't quite identify.  She was shorter than him
by a few inches, with milk chocolate skin.  She was heavyset, but not
grossly so, and she had - he checked surreptitiously - a very nice set of tits.


            The
line moved along smartly, and it was soon the girl's turn to pay.  She
didn't have a lot of things in her basket, but she did have a list in her hand.


            "Do
you have these things in the used section?"  She handed the clerk the
list.  The clerk, who was grossly overweight, with his hair pulled
back into a ponytail, sighed dramatically and got up off his stool.  He
waddled his way through a door, and was gone for several minutes, during which
the girl fidgeted and others grumbled quietly.  David simply stood there,
waiting.  He was a very patient individual, and didn't mind the delay.


            Finally,
the man came back to the counter with a pile of old, tattered books.


            "These
are all we have, lady.  We don't have the Divination book back there at
all."


            The
girl looked over to someone.  David looked, too, and saw a black woman
waiting near the door.  She looked embarrassed and a little
helpless.  The girl in line looked down at the money in her hand.  It
was clear that she had a problem.


            David
turned his head.  He had encountered such people before, and the one thing
he knew they did not need was him staring at them while they were struggling
with such things.  He waited patiently while others in the line started to
get a little belligerent, telling the girl to hurry up.


            It
was at that point that David remembered Jacob's request.  David normally
did not have the wherewithal to help those in need that he came across.


            But
now I do... and she is clearly in need.


            David
reached into his pocket and felt the coins there.


            "C'mon,
lady, you're holding up the line," the clerk said rudely.


            David
stepped up beside the girl, and slapped his hand down onto the counter. 
It made the clerk jump, which was David's goal.  It also made the girl
jump, which he just had to live with.


            "What's
your name?" he asked the clerk.


            "Jeff
Albertson," he said snottily.


            "Go
get the lady some new books, Jeff.  And drop the attitude."


            "I'm
not a-" the clerk started.


            "Just
do it." David said, and the look in his eyes was one only an undead
person can pull off properly.


            Jeff
harrumphed, but slid off his stool again, and made his way into the stacks.


            "I
can't..." the girl started quietly.


            David
shushed her with a raised hand.  "Just let me take care of
this.  I'll explain in a minute."


            The
girl did not argue further, but waited uncomfortably while Jeff waddled around
the stacks collecting books.  Finally, he came back to the counter.


            "Is
there anything else?" he asked angrily.


            David
put his own things onto the counter next to the girl's items.  "Tally
these."


            The
clerk figured up the amount, and David paid it.  The girl was clearly
embarrassed as David handed her the bag with her items in it.  He took his
own, and they walked out of the store together, collecting the older black
woman along the way.


            "There's
no way I can pay you for these," the girl said to David.


            "What
did he do?" the older woman wanted to know.


            "Nothing
of significance," David said.


            "He
bought my books for me.  I don't even know your name!" she exclaimed.


            "David
Stroud," he said, holding out his hand.


            "Olissa
Volaire," she replied in kind, shaking his hand a little hesitantly.


            "Why
did you do that?" the older woman wanted to know.


            "This
is my aunt, Shandra Volaire."  David shook her hand, too.


            "I
asked you a question, young man."


            "I
recently was given an... endowment.  The person who gave it to me asked
that I be generous with it, as he had never seen fit to be, and regretted
it.  Your niece was clearly in need, and I had the means to help
out.  I don't mean to offend..."


            "You
didn't offend me," Olissa said, looking at her aunt sternly. 
"But I'll never be able to repay you for this."


            "I
didn't do it to be repaid.  I don't know anyone here, and... well, it
seemed like a good way to say hi, at the time."


            Olissa
smiled at him.  It was a warm gesture.  The aunt was less friendly,
but she was at least not hostile.


            "We
have to go now," the aunt said.  "We've got to get the rest of
your things down in Gorumshead."


            "Have
you gotten your robes and wand yet?" Olissa asked David.


            "No,
I was going there after here."


            "Aunt
Shandra, you mind if he comes with us?"


            The
woman took Olissa aside.  "You can't expect him to buy you new
things, child..."


            "Aunt
Shandra!  I don't!  But I don't know anyone here, either!  It'd
be nice to have at least one friend on the first day of class!" Olissa
hissed at her.


            "Fair
enough, child."  To David, she said, "Would you like us to take
you down to town?"


            Here,
David faltered.  He could not leave the school grounds alone.  They
had just stepped outside, and the problem was only compounded when Dean Lengel
walked up.


            "I
see you've made some friends," she said to David.  "Did you find
everything you needed?"


            "Yes,
ma'am," he replied.


            "Dean
Lengel!" Olissa blurted, and then blushed.  It was hard to tell,
since she was black, but it was still noticeable.


            "Hello..."


            "Olissa,
ma'am.  Olissa Volaire."


            "Olissa. 
Nice to meet you.  And is this your mother?"


            "Aunt. 
Shandra Volaire," the woman said.  Dean Lengel shook her hand.


            "We
were just about to go down to town," David said, the tone of his voice
clearly indicating the issue.


            "Oh,
really?  Well, I did have a few more things to discuss with you.  Do
you mind if I tag along?"


            David
smiled outwardly at the dean, and winced inwardly.  Only a fool would fall
for that line.   


            "Do
you mind?" David asked the other two.  They both shook their heads
negatively.  "Come on along, ma'am."


            Olissa
whispered to David, "Why is the dean leading you around school?"


            David
smirked.  It hadn't fooled Olissa, that's for sure.  At normal
speaking volume, he said, "I'm a new wizard.  I missed
orientation."


            "Oh!"
Olissa exclaimed.  "You mean you're not from a wizarding
family?"


            "Nope. 
Just one day... pow! I'm a wizard."


            "That
had to be quite a shock," Aunt Shandra said.


            "You
have no idea," David said, sharing a look with Dean Lengel.


            The
group descended to the terrace, and they were about to head for the small
building where they could get access to the bottom of the hill, when Dean
Lengel stopped them.


            "You're
lugging around all those books... would you guys like to put them in your dorm
rooms?"


            "I
thought the dorms were off-limits before school started," Aunt Shandra
objected.


            Dean
Lengel just looked at the woman and said, "It's good to be the dean,"
and winked.


            They
walked to the edge of the terrace and looked down.


            "Whoops,
wrong stop.  This is the Phoenix dorm.  That's for fourth
years.  We'll have to walk around to the other side... unless you guys
want to take an awk ride."


            "We
can ride those?" Olissa asked.


            "That's
what they're here for!" the dean enthused.  They got on the floating
rock and descended to the Phoenix dorm, disembarking when the rock stopped at
its landing.  Once it had moved away, the dean looked for a pair of
awks.  When she found them, she whistled to them, and they swam
over.  They arrived just as another of the floating rocks - which moved in
a continuous cycle - departed.


            "Move
smartly, or you'll interrupt the rock cycle.  They won't hit you; they'll
just stop and wait until you're out of the way... but you slow down the system."


            "How
do we get on the awks?" Shandra wanted to know.


            "Just
climb on as if it were a horse.  Just step on their backs.  You won't
hurt them.  David, you ride with me."


            Once
the group had boarded their awks, the birds paddled away from the dorm.


            The
dean asked David, "How did you run into her?  Do you know her?"


            "No. 
I just... uh... gave her some assistance in the bookstore.  Just trying to
make friends."


            "Oh. 
Okay.  I just wanted to make sure we didn't have an issue already."


            "Nope."


            Dean
Lengel nudged the awk, and it caught up with the other one.


            "Are
these always here to ride on?" Olissa called over.

            "Except
when it gets too cold."


            Suddenly,
a flash of silver and blue caught David's eye.  It seemed to be coming
from about three feet above the water.  When he caught it again, he had to
comment on it.


            "What
in the world am I seeing?" he asked, pointing.  The other three
looked.


            "What
the hell?" Olissa said in wonder.


            Dean
Lengel laughed.  "Oh, that.  It's just a school of zeppelin
fish."


            "Zeppelin-"
David started.


            "They
live above the water.  But they still have to duck down beneath it
to breathe.  They're all over the moats.  These are small ones,
actually.  There are much bigger ones.  They must be hiding from the
awks."


            "Awks
eat zeppelin fish?" Shandra asked.


            "Oh,
yes.  Any fish, really.  And some plants.  But they will even
dive for fish.  Seeing an awk dive for a big fish from up high is really
impressive."


            "I
bet," David said under his breath.  He didn't want to see anything
like that up close.


            "Now,
here we are, approaching your dorm," Dean Lengel told the two
students.  "This is the dorm for first-year students.  It's
called the Griffin dorm."


            The
group alit from the awks and made their way inside the dorm building.  At
that point, Dean Lengel pulled a hand mirror out of her coat.


            "You
look fine," David said to her.


            "Why,
thank you, David!" she said, blushing.  "I'm not checking my
makeup."  The dean moved her finger in a circle on the mirror and
said, "Housing Office."


            David
looked over her shoulder and was astonished to see the mirrored surface fade,
to be replaced by an image of a young woman sitting at a desk.


            "What
can I do for you, Dean?" the woman asked.


            "Sylvia,
can you give me the housing assignment for Olissa... What was it again,
dear?"


            "Volaire,
ma'am."


            "You
catch that, Sylvia?"


            "Yep. 
Hang on a second...  Sylvia pulled out a parchment and consulted a list.


            "Olissa
Volaire is in room B27."


            "Thanks
so much!"


            "No
problem.  Bye!"


            Since
Olissa was on the lower floor, they stopped by her room first.  It was
quite nicely decorated and the furniture seemed comfortable.


            "Three
to a room?" David asked.


            "For
the first years, that's how it's always been.  Let's head up to your room
now."


            David's
room was similarly comfortable, and similarly furnished for three people. 
The rooms were plenty large enough, but David hadn't lived in close quarters
like this before, being an only child.  He pulled the dean aside for a
second.


            "What
are you going to tell my roommates?"


            "Can
you not hide your difference from them?"


            "I
can, if nothing goes wrong."


            "Well,
if something goes wrong, we'll worry about it then."


            "You're
the boss."


            "So,"
the dean said to the group.  "Shall we go down to Gorumshead
now?"


            "Yes,"
Shandra said.  She felt uneasy being in a boy's dorm room, even at her
age.


            The
group left the dorm and used the magical rocks to get back up to the terrace
level, where they found the building that housed what David now recognized as
another floating rock which carried them down to the base of the hill, only it
moved within a shaft inside the hill.  When he'd come up in it, he'd
thought it was an elevator.  Now he recognized it for what it was.


-----


            Their
first stop was to get their school clothes.  The shop was called Madame
deChagny's Magical Wears.  David held the door open for the others, and
then he entered himself.  He was immediately surprised by the fact that
the clothing displays didn't have mannequins, but that the clothes would repose
themselves in midair, filled out as if there was someone inside of them.


            Olissa,
likewise, was looking around in fascination.  Her aunt, who had presumably
seen all this before, tolerantly waited for her niece to be ready to deal with
the clerk.


            "David,
why don't you go ahead and go first?" the dean suggested.


            Just
then, the shop owner walked up.  "Madame Lengel!" she said in a
heavy French accent.  "So good to see you again!  Surely you do
not need a new coat already!"


            "No,
Mercedes.  I'm escorting a new student today."


            "Ah!"
the woman said grandly.  Madame deChagny took in David's appearance in a
glance.  "Who dresses you?" she asked disdainfully. 
"These are frightfully ordinary clothes!"


            "I
come from Earth," David said.  He had the feeling that this one
sentence would be used a great deal in his near future, to explain a great many
things.


            The
woman nodded knowingly.  "Well, let us get you some regular clothes
before we get to your coat.  "I'll be with you in just a minute, mon
chou," she said to Olissa, who smiled and waved to the lady to
acknowledge her.


            Madame
deChagny suggested several items, most of which David found acceptable. 
"All of these fulfill the Academy dress code, right?" David asked.


            "Of
course!  You do not think I would try to get you into trouble?"


            "Just
making sure, ma'am," David said.


            "A
wise course," she said.  "Especially with Madame Lengel watching
over you!"  The woman chuckled as David grinned sheepishly, and then
she asked, "what about shoes?"


            "What
are my choices?"  She showed him a wide array of men's shoes. 
Ultimately, he chose a pair of comfortable-looking boots, and a pair of dress
shoes, just in case he should need them.


            "And
your coat.  We have three basic styles for men..." David picked one,
and Madame deChagny took it off the rack.  She waved her wand over it
while muttering a spell, and then handed it to David.  "Put it
on."


            "It's
the wrong size," he said.  He could tell this just by looking at it;
it was much too big.


            "It
won't be for long," she assured him.  "Put it on."


            David
slipped the over-large coat onto his body, and it swiftly shrunk into place,
fitting perfectly over his clothes.  He also noticed that he was no warmer
than he had been before.


            "This
coat doesn't seem to be much insulation," he said, feeling the fabric, which
seemed heavy enough to cause him to be uncomfortably warm in the store.


            "These
are the finest from ComfortCloak," Madame deChagny said to him. 
"Magically crafted, and enchanted to always keep you at a comfortable
temperature, no matter the weather."


            "Nifty,"
David said.  He lowered his voice.  "Are they very
expensive?"


            The
woman, assuming this was an issue for David, lowered her voice as well and said,
"They are.  I have less expensive models, but they do not come with
the special features of this coat..."


            David
looked around to make sure they would not be heard, and then said, "Do you
see the girl over there?"


            "The
one waiting?"


            "Yes. 
I want you to do me a favor.  Give her your best coat, and charge her your
lowest price.  I will pay the difference.  But don't tell her what
you're doing."


            "A
gift for your lady friend?" Madame deChagny asked knowingly.


            David
grinned.  "Not exactly.  She won't be able to afford a good
coat, but I don't want her to feel self-conscious about it."


            "I
see," Madame deChagny said.  "Well, we will do it your
way."


            David
paid for his clothing items, which Madame deChagny wrapped up into a bundle for
ease of carrying.


            Olissa
spent some time with Madame deChagny, who, after a quick and surreptitious look
to David, showed the girl some very nice clothes.  Olissa soon had her
bundle, and they were ready to leave.


            While
waiting for Olissa, David had been rather obviously examining a black
fedora.  Dean Lengel walked over to him.


            "That...
would not fall within the dress code, I'm afraid," she whispered to him.


            "I
kinda figured... but do you think Garibaldi would like it?"


            The
dean was caught up short by that.  "You wish to buy your jailer a
gift?"


            David
shrugged.  Really, he needed to buy something so he could pay Madame
deChagny the difference without being noticed.


            "It
would go well with his uniform," the dean agreed.  David took it down
and felt it.  He waited patiently while Olissa was finishing up.  He
heard the price Madame deChagny quoted; it was significantly less than he had
paid.


            Olissa
turned to him.  There was a suspicious twinkle in her eye, but she didn't
say anything.  "You getting that, too?"


            "I
have a friend I think would really like it," he said.


            "Okay. 
We'll wait for you outside."


            David
bought the hat, and settled up the rest of Olissa's bill with Madame deChagny,
and then headed outside.


            "Where
to next?" David asked.


            "I
have to pick up my wand." Olissa said.


            "And
so do you," Dean Lengel told David.


            They
walked down the street until they came to Wormwood's Wizardry and Wands. 
They walked in, and found it a dusty shop, full of strange items.


            "Welcome,
folks.  Have a look around.  Let me know if I can be of service to
you at all."


            "Good
afternoon, Mr. Wormwood," Olissa said.


            "Ah,
young lady!  Here for your wand, are you?"


            "Yes,
sir."


            "Well,
let me just go get it."


            "Did
your wand need repairing?" David asked.


            "No,
he had to enmagic it."


            "Huh?"


            Dean
Lengel explained.  "Anything can be used as a wand, David, as long as
you can point with it.  See that pitchfork over there?  That's
probably somebody's wand... though not a very practical one.  But before
it can be used as a wand, it must be 'enmagicked'.  That is, it must be
capable of focusing magic.  This takes the skill of a master craftsman,
such as Mr. Wormwood, who has been doing it for about twenty years now."


            "Here
you are, young lady," said Mr. Wormwood, who reappeared from the back at
that moment.  He handed over an item that resembled a carved bone or
stick.  Olissa saw David's look.


            "I
found it on a trip last year, and thought it was interesting. 
Besides," she said, lowering her voice, "it's cheaper if you provide
your own item for crafting."


            David
nodded.  He did not have anything with him to turn into a wand.


            "And
what can I do for you, young man?" Mr. Wormwood asked him.


            "I
need a wand... but I don't have anything pointy with me..." he said.


            "Not
a problem, not a problem at all!" Wormwood said brightly.  "We
have a whole line of pre-crafted wands, carved to fit the hand out of the
finest woods, and already prepared for use.  If you'll step over here to
the display..."


            David
looked over the wands, running his hands over them.  "May I hold
them?"


            "Yes. 
These are display models only, so they are not enmagicked.  But you'll be able
to tell how it feels in your hand."


            After
picking up several of them, David decided on one that had a dark wood body,
with a shimmery handle, and a gem at the end, held in place with a claw. 
He liked the feel of it in his hand the best.


            "Ah,
the raven claw model.  Not very popular, but one of my best wands, if I do
say so."


            "Why
isn't it popular?" David asked.


            "It
has a tendency to be very powerful," Dean Lengel told him. 
"You'll have to learn a good amount of control to use it well."


            "Should
I choose another as my beginning wand, then?" David asked her.


            "No,"
she said.  "It's best to go with the one that felt right to
you.  Every wand has its strengths and weaknesses.  This one's major
weakness is its strength.  You, as the wizard, will have to learn to keep
that in check."


            David
nodded.  Mr. Wormwood had already retreated to the back, and brought out
the wand to David.  He gave it to David, and as it entered David's hand,
he could sense the power it contained.


            "Is
this the one you want?  Are you sure?  Once it is yours, there are no
returns unless it is defective, which I have never had happen."


            "It's
the one I want," David confirmed.


            Mr.
Wormwood pulled out his own wand and touched it to the tip of David's. 
"Inhero vestry neo idioksas ven," he said, and a bright light
flashed from wand to wand, and then engulfed David and his wand.  Mr.
Wormwood put away his own wand.  "That wand now belongs to you. 
No one else can use it as a wand unless you give them control of it.  I
wouldn't recommend doing that."


            David
nodded.  He turned to Dean Lengel.  "Do I need anything else
from here?"


            "We'll
need the standard student supply kit for a first-year, if you please, Mr.
Wormwood."


            "Coming
right up.  You, too, young lady?"


            "Yes,
sir," she said quietly.


            Once
they were done with Mr. Wormwood, the Volaires were done with their shopping.


            "You
still need a familiar, David," Dean Lengel said.


            "A
what?" he asked.


            "A
special pet.  The best place to go is Amy's Familiars."


            "What
about you?" David asked Olissa.


            "My
familiar's at home waiting for me," she said.  "But I'll go in
with you, if you want."


            "Okay,"
he said.  The two entered the shop together.  The shop was filled
with every different kind of small animal imaginable, from cats to birds to a
monkey that was climbing around on some racks of pet supplies.


            "Ooh,
the lizards!" Olissa said.  David walked over with her, but he was
not terribly fond of lizards, and so soon started to wander while she continued
to play with them.


            As
David moved through the shop, the noise of the different animals was starting
to give him a headache.


            "Geez,
it's noisy in this place," David said to no one.


            "Yes,
it is, isn't it?" a voice said in response.


            David
spun around, but there was no one near him.  He didn't want to look like a
complete fruitcake, so he turned back to face the way he had been, and kept his
voice low.


            "Who
said that?" he asked.


            "I
did," said the voice again.  It seemed to be coming from David's
right.


            "Okay,
I know I played this joke on Sam, but this ain't funny..."


            "I
am not playing a joke," the voice said.


            "Are
you a ghost?" David asked.  He was slowly pinpointing the sound of
the voice.


            "Not
for another several years, I hope," the voice replied.  "I am
the bird to the left of where you are looking."


            David
jolted at that.  He looked to his left to see a large jay-like bird with
an enormously long tail.  The bird was mostly blue, but white underneath,
with black and white markings on its neck and head.  It also had a crest
of feathers.


            "Did
you... did you really talk?"


            "I
did," the bird confirmed.


            "How
do you... I mean, birds... don't have the equipment to talk," David said
reasonably... or as reasonably as he could, to a talking bird. 
"Well, except parrots..." he added as an afterthought.


            "You
are new to magic, aren't you?" the bird asked.


            "Very."


            The
bird actually nodded.  "We are familiars.  More than mere
animals.  We are magical creatures, and we can communicate with certain
people."


            "What
do you mean, certain people?"


            "We
can talk to our wizard."


            "But
I'm not your wizard."


            "You
will be, as soon as you pay the shopkeeper for me."


            "Kind
of getting ahead of yourself, aren't you?" David said with a smile. 
"What if I don't want a pet bird?"


            The
bird lowered its head.  "I apologize.  I won't trouble you
further," the bird said.


            "Hey,
I didn't say I didn't.  It just seemed like you were ordering me to buy
you."


            "You
may, indeed, have other choices here in the shop.  You should probably
look around.  But not all the animals here will speak to you. 
Generally, only animals with which you have a special compatibility will ever
speak to you."


            "Oh. 
So the fact that you are talking to me..."


            "Means
that we have an affinity for each other."


            "What's
your name?"


            "Jailla,"
the bird replied.


            "What
kind of bird are you?"


            "I
am a magpie jay."


            "Um...
this might be kind of a silly question, but is it safe for me to take you out
of your cage?"


            "It
is essential," Jailla confirmed.  David unlatched the cage and stuck
his hand in.  Jailla stepped up onto his hand, and then David withdrew it
from the cage.  Jailla immediately walked his way up David's arm to sit on
his shoulder.  The bird had more weight than David had been expecting.


            "Do
I feel right to you?" Jailla asked him.


            "What
do you mean?"


            "If
I am to be your familiar, I should seem as if I belong with you.  You
should be comfortable with me."


            "Oh. 
Well, um... I've never had a pet before.  But I'm not uncomfortable
with you there..."


            "I
guess, under the circumstances, that will have to do.  Have any other
animals tried to speak to you?"


            "No."


            "Well,
then."  Jailla said, stretching out his one leg and wing, as if to
say, "Guess that settles it, doesn't it?"


            David
went to the shopkeeper, Amy, and paid for Jailla, all the necessary supplies,
and his cage.


            "Sorry
about the cage thing," David told Jailla.  "It's mainly for your
protection.  I don't know if there are any stray cats around here."


            "I'm
used to it," he told David as he climbed back onto a perch.  "I
would prefer something freer."


            "I'll
see what I can do after school starts.  I'm not even sure if I'm allowed
to bring you back with me where I'm going."


            "Where
are you going?" Jailla asked.


            David
made sure that Olissa was out of earshot.  "Prison."


            Jailla
ruffled his feathers.  "What have you done?"


            "I'll
explain later.  I don't want that girl I'm with to know about it."


            Jailla
bobbed his head in silent acquiescence.


            "Do
I need anything else, Dean Lengel?" David asked, once the group was back
together.


            "No,
that should be it, at least for the first few weeks.  Of course, once
you're here and settled in, you can come down to Gorumshead to get what you
need, or to the campus bookstore, pretty much whenever."


            They
all nodded.


            "Well,
we're all done with our shopping, as well," Aunt Shandra said. 
"We need to get heading home, Olissa."


            "Okay,"
she said.  She turned to David.  "It was nice meeting you,
David.  And thanks for your help."  She gave him a brief hug,
which he returned one-handed, as he was still holding Jailla's cage in his
other.


            "Nice
to meet you, too.  I hope we see each other when classes start up."


            "Count
on it," she told him.  "See you next week!"  She
smiled at him, and then she and her aunt walked away.


            "Well,
at least you made a new friend," the dean said.  "Come on back
to my office, there's a couple more things we need to talk about."


            As
they were walking back to the office, David asked, "Dean, will I be
allowed to take Jailla back to prison with me?  If not, who will take care
of him?"


            "Jailla?" 
David gestured to the bird.  "Oh.  Yes, you'll be able to take
him.  It's not like you're really a criminal, David.  You didn't do
anything wrong... you just are who you are."


            "My
guard at the facility might disagree with you on that.  He doesn't seem to
like me much."


            "Those
guards don't like anybody," Garibaldi said, suddenly joining the pair from
out of nowhere.


            "Where
did you come from?" David said, startled.


            "My
mother's womb, same as most people..." Garibaldi said with a chuckle.


            "Mr.
Garibaldi, would you look after David's things while he and I have a chat in my
office?"


            "Sure. 
So long as the bird doesn't bite," Garibaldi said.


            "I
do," Jailla told David mischievously, and then snapped his beak in
Garibaldi's direction.  David could hear the kidding in his voice, and he
chuckled.


            "Don't
stick your finger in the cage, and you won't have to find out," David told
Garibaldi with a grin.


            Dean
Lengel led David back into her office, and offered him a seat, which he
took.  She sat in her own chair, and then looked at some parchment on her
desk.  This had obviously been waiting since before he had arrived this
morning.


            "David,
I'm not sure what financial resources you have at hand.  I know that you
need to attend school in order to get out of the management facility. 
Therefore, I have set aside for you one of our full scholarships to the
school."


            David
was surprised.  He had not known this was coming.  "Um...
thanks, Dean Lengel, but... uh..."


            "But
what?"


            "I
don't need it."


            "Really?"


            "I
was recently given an... well, you could call it an inheritance, of a sort...
and it was a substantial sum, which already had money earmarked for my
tuition.  In fact, I would think that the bank has transferred the money
to the school already."


            "Let
me check," she said.  She consulted a ledger, which seemed to have
numbers magically appearing on it as she looked.  "Yes, there it
is.  Your tuition has been paid for the entire year, in fact." 
She turned back to David.  "Well, that certainly helps you out,
then.  I had wondered how you were affording your school supplies."


            David
nodded.  "Can I ask a favor?"


            "Certainly."


            "If
you set that aside for me, does that mean it's available?"


            "Yes."


            "Could
you give it to Olissa?  I know she must need it..."


            Dean
Lengel raised an eyebrow, but then consulted another ledger book.  She ran
her finger down a list until she found the entry she wanted.  She then
closed the ledger.


            "Olissa
is already here on a scholarship," she said.  "Please don't tell
anyone I told you that, it's not supposed to be something we tell others, but
since you were trying to get me to give her one..."  The Dean
gestured with her hands.  "Anyway, we'll find someone to give it to,
don't worry."


            David
nodded.  "Was there anything else?"


            "Just
your ticket for the trip back to school next week."  She pulled a
packet out of her desk drawer.  "This has your trip schedule, your
ticket, and all the information you'll need for what to bring, and for the trip."


            "You
mean, they're actually going to let me come without a chaperone?"


            "You'll
be in school transport, so technically, you'll be with school staff, and the
law is obeyed."


            "Oh,"
David said.  "Okay."


            "Now,
I imagine you'll want to relax from your long day."


            "Yeah. 
Say, is Sarah here?  I wanted to say hi, since I was here."


            "Unfortunately,
she's not.  She's on vacation.  Half of the maintenance staff is, so
that they can be fresh for the school year.  The other half was on
vacation last week."


            "Oh. 
Well, that's too bad.  Could you tell her I said hi when she gets
back?"


            "Certainly."


            "Thanks."


            "Good
luck, David.  And we'll see you next week."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            Jailla
didn't speak much to David while they were at the inn, and he didn't speak at
all on the ride back to the prison.  It was only when they were settled
back into his cell, and David was getting ready for bed, that Jailla spoke.


            "So,
why are we here?"


            "Hmm?"
David asked.


            "In
prison.  Why are we here?"


            "You're
here 'cause you were dumb enough to talk me into buying you," David said
with a grin.


            "Fair
enough.  Why are you here?"


            "Because
I'm a demighost."


            "Really,"
Jailla said with some interest.  "And how did that come about?"


            David
related the story to him, and Jailla listened with interest.


            "You
have had an interesting summer," Jailla said when David was
finished.  "I am surprised at your parents' reaction, however."


            "They're
from Earth.  Magic is completely foreign to them, and they're
superstitious as all get-out.  I don't really care that much.  I
mean, they were my parents, yeah, but... I don't know.  I love them, but I
guess I never liked them much."


            Jailla
bobbed his head.  "I can sympathize with that.  My father was
always an embarrassment to me.  In fairness, it was because he was proud
of what I had become, being a familiar and all.  When company would visit
our nest, he would always bring me out, crying, 'This is my son, Jailla! 
He's a familiar!'  I tell you, it made me want to break out in
tears."


            David
nodded.  "Parents," he said with finality.


            "Agreed. 
Good night, David."


            "Good
night, Jailla."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
finished tying his boots, and then stood up.  He reached for his coat just
as Garibaldi showed up at his cell door with the guard in tow.


            "You
look good in it, sport," Garibaldi said.  David glowered at him; he
didn't like being called "sport".  He turned and grabbed his
duffel, tossing it over his shoulder.  Next, he grabbed Jailla's
cage.  This was the sum total of his possessions at the time. 
Finally, he grabbed the black fedora off its hook on the wall.


            The
jailer had already opened the door, and as David passed through it, he handed
the fedora to Garibaldi.  "This is for you," he said, and just
kept walking.


            Garibaldi
looked at it in confusion, then shrugged and donned the hat as he followed
after David.


            "What's
the hat for?" he asked.


            "Your
head's too big to not be covered," David said with a mischievous
grin.  Garibaldi smirked at him, understanding that he wasn't going to get
a straight answer.


-----


            The
ride in the prison coach was short this time, and didn't involve pegs, but
normal horses.  They were merely going across town, to catch the Woodward
Academy carriage.


            David
was the first to arrive, and so he and Garibaldi simply stood around. 
Even the carriage had not arrived yet.  People began to slowly gather, and
there were soon a dozen students standing with them.


            Suddenly,
a few of the students pointed upward.  David looked to see a carriage
being pulled by a large team of pegs.  He counted eight in all.  The
carriage didn't look large enough to need such a large pulling force.  In
fact-


            "How
in the world are all of us going to fit in that thing?" David asked. 
"It's not a whole lot larger than the one we took to get here."


            "In
Dugerra, appearances can be misleading," Garibaldi said
mysteriously.  David looked at him, but Garibaldi offered no further
explanation.


            "You
got your ticket?" Garibaldi asked.  David pulled it out and showed it
to him.  "Okay.  Might as well get on board now.  They
won't be leaving for a while, but you'll have a place to sit and get
comfortable.  They're already loading your luggage."


            David
looked dubious, but then he held out his hand to Garibaldi, who took it and
shook.


            "See
you... whenever I see you again," David said.


            "If
not sooner," Garibaldi replied with a grin.  "Go on, and have
fun at school.  I sure as hell did."


            "So
I've heard," David said, smirking.  He turned and walked to the
carriage door.  He was the first in line, as the others were as leery of
boarding as he was.


            "Ticket,
please," the carriage driver said.  David handed the man his
ticket.  "Step inside and move toward the back, if you would."


            David
found this instruction rather laughable; he would hardly have room to move at
all.  When he stepped through the door of the carriage, however, he found
himself inside a space the size of a bus, or even a train car.  There were
plenty of seats, and even some tables to sit at.  Over to one side was a
lady behind a counter, selling something or other.


            David
was suddenly jostled by the person coming in behind him, and he remembered that
he was supposed to move out of the way.  He walked slowly to the other
side of the carriage, and stared out the window, which showed him the other
side of the village, exactly as he would expect to see it.


            "Magic
is fucked up," David said to himself.


            "Isn't
it, though?  But lots of fun," someone said.  David turned to
see a girl his own age, quite pretty, with long brown hair held back in a pony
tail.  Her ice blue eyes flashed with intelligence and a friendly
curiosity.  On her arm was a strange armlet, shaped like a snake.


            "I'm
sorry?" David asked, getting his mind in gear.


            "Oh! 
Didn't mean to bother you.  I thought your comment was an invitation to
start a conversation."


            "Well,
I suppose it could have been," David admitted.  "I just didn't
expect anyone was listening."


            The
girl held out her hand.  "Gwen Hasterscant," she said. 
David arched an eyebrow, but kept his peace.  He took her hand gently and
shook it.


            "David
Stroud."


            "Your
first year at the Academy?" she asked.


            "Yeah. 
Yours?"


            "Sure. 
I hope we don't get in too late," she said.  "I really want to
walk around the school before we get started with registration and such."


            "Didn't
you attend orientation?" David asked.


            "I
did, but we didn't get to just wander, you know?  We didn't have
time.  So I don't really know where everything is yet."


            David
nodded.


            "Hey,
you want something to eat?  My treat."


            "Okay,"
David said.  He wasn't hungry, of course, but it was polite to accept the
invitation.


            Gwen
led him over to the counter where the lady was standing.  "I'll have
an egg biscuit.  What're you going to have?" she asked.


            David
looked down at the menu briefly, and said, "I don't know what half of
these things are... so I guess I'll have the egg biscuit, too."


            Gwen
smiled at him.  "Ah, the adventurous type!"


            David
sputtered, but Gwen pretended not to notice.


            As
they ate their breakfast, a small piece of David's fell to the table. 
Suddenly, the "armlet" Gwen was wearing reached out and snatched the
crumb of food.  David jumped.


            "Oh! 
Geez, you know, she sits there so comfortably, I forget to introduce her to
people.  This is Nalani.  She's a moon snake."


            "Uh...
hi there, Nalani."


            The
snake looked at him intelligently, but said nothing.


            "Do
you not have a familiar?"


            "I
do.  He was brought on board with my luggage... I don't actually know
where he is..."


            "He'll
be in the animal cabin.  Come on, let's go see him."


            They
walked through the growing crowd of people toward the back of the carriage,
which had not yet left the village.  Gwen opened a door, and the two
walked through, into a noisy space where several animals were rather unhappily
housed.  Jailla was one of them, and was protesting loudly until David
showed up.


            "They
don't give the animals much room, do they?" he said.


            "No...
they kind of expect you to keep your familiar with you."


            "I
wasn't sure that was safe."


            "Familiars
don't attack other familiars," Gwen said.


            "Oh." 
He unlocked Jailla's cage, and Jailla immediately hopped out onto David's hand,
then quickly made his way up to David's shoulder.  David closed the cage
door, and then he and Gwen turned to leave.


            "This
is Jailla.  He's a magpie jay."


            "Hello,
Jailla.  I'm Gwen.  This is Nalani."


            Jailla
nodded, but said nothing else.


            "Are
you looking forward to school?" Gwen asked.


            Just
then, the carriage driver called out, "If everyone will take a seat, we're
about to leave.  You'll be able to move about again once we're at
altitude."


            "Over
here," Gwen said, maneuvering David to a seat, and she sat next to
him.  He didn't mind the company, as this all had him a little overwhelmed.


            "So,"
she said, once the carriage had started to move.  "Are you looking
forward to school?"


            "I
guess," David said.  "I'm a little unsure, really. 
I'm...whoa!" At that point, the carriage tipped precariously backward,
before righting itself to a less dangerous upward tilt.  "I'm still
pretty new to the concept of magic, so I feel a little out of sorts."


            "You're
a new wizard?" Gwen asked.


            "Yeah."


            "Well,
that's nice.  I'm glad we're always getting new wizard families.  My
family have been wizards for a long time, so this is all old hat to me. 
If you need any help, or if you've got any questions, just ask."


            "Thanks."


            "No
problem!"


-----


            Gwen
stayed with David for the entire trip.  They chatted about nothing very
much.  In fact, they had not even discussed their family lives at all.


            Late
in the afternoon, Gwen had gone to the restroom.  David suddenly felt the
tingling he had come to recognize as his change coming on.  This was
something he had to prevent from happening, and so he closed his eyes, took a
deep breath, crossed his arms, and exhaled sharply.  A wave of nausea and
general discomfort washed over him, more intensely than if he had just let his
change happen.  He waited until the unease passed, and then he opened his
eyes.


            Gwen
had returned from the restroom, and was staring at him.


            "Are
you okay?"


            David
nodded.  "Just a... medical condition.  Nothing to worry
about."


            "Okay..."
Gwen said, unconvinced.


            To
distract her from her line of thought, he finally asked, "I really
appreciate the company, but... why, exactly, have you spent the day with
me?"


            Gwen
giggled.  "I wondered when you'd ask that.  When I came on board
and saw you, you looked... well, kind of lost.  I figured you could use a
friend.  And I don't really know anyone here, either.  All of my
friends went to schools that were closer to home."


            "How
come you're going to Woodward, then?"


            "Tradition. 
It's where my parents, and their parents, and their parents, et cetera,
went."


            David
nodded.  "Is it a good school?"


            "They
all love it.  They say it's the best school in Callamandia."


            "I
just hope I'm up to the challenge," David said.


            "I'm
sure you'll do fine.  You seem plenty smart enough."


            "Thanks. 
My high school teachers weren't so sure, though."


            "Bah! 
What do they know!  Besides, it's not like you're learning all that Earth
gunk.  I mean, okay, yeah, some math and stuff, but not all that other
crap."


            "Doesn't
anyone here deal in science and technology?"


            "A
few.  Especially Professor Hatch.  He's a big supporter of science. 
Says we should try to merge magic and science.  That's why he's the
technomandy teacher."


            "Techno..."


            "Using
magic to control machinery and... elect.. electro..."


            "Electronics?"
David offered helpfully.


            "Yeah,
those.  What the hell are electronics, anyway?"


            David
chuckled, and was glad to see that Gwen did not look offended.  "I'm
not sure how to describe them to you.  It's Earth's version of magic, I
guess.  We use little bitty machine parts, and electricity, and put it all
together to perform a task."


            "Magic
sounds easier."


            David
shrugged.  "It might be."


            "I
think I might take technomandy, just so I can learn about it all."


            "I
figured you'd planned on it already, since you knew so much about the
teacher."


            "Professor
Hatch is famous.  He's written several books, and he's an avid
collector."


            "Of
what?"


            "Everything."


            David
laughed at the tone of her voice.


            The
concession counter worker suddenly called out, "Passengers to their seats,
the carriage is about to land."


            David
muttered, "Please make sure your seat backs and tray tables are in their
full upright and locked position."


            Gwen
said, "Huh?" but a girl across the way giggled.


            David
replied, "Earth joke."


            Gwen
rolled her eyes, and then, gently, the carriage tilted forward.  In only another
minute or so, the carriage took a sharp bump, and then they were rolling along
a bumpy street.


            After
several more minutes, the carriage came to a stop.  David looked out the
window.  He saw a rolling field on one side of the carriage, and a sheer wall
of rock on the other.


            "Where
are we?" he asked.


            "At
the base of Mt. Woodward."


            "Why
not just land on the terrace?"


            "No
one lands inside the school grounds.  It's forbidden."


            "Oh."


            The
door to the carriage opened, and the driver appeared.  "First years
off first, please.  All the rest, wait for the first years to get
off."


            "Yeah,
you first years go away!" someone called out playfully.


            "Oh,
shove it, Nick!" Gwen said to the older boy.  To David, she said, "That's
one of my brothers, Nick.  He's fifth year."


            "How
many brothers and sisters do you have?"


            "Four. 
Two brothers, two sisters.  I'm smack in the middle of them."


            "Any
others going here?"


            "No. 
Jon, my oldest brother, is already working in Senesty, and the others aren't
old enough yet."


            "Senesty?"


            "Sorry,
it's a city in the southern part of Callamandia.  He likes the warmer
weather down there."


            David
nodded.  They had gotten in line with the rest of the first years to get
off the carriage, but the line was moving somewhat slowly.


            "C'mon,
c'mon, I want to see the school!" Gwen said, bouncing on her toes.


            "I'm
sure there will be time.  If not tonight, then early tomorrow."


            "True,
I can look at it all on my run."


            "Run?"


            "I'm
a jogger.  I like to keep in shape."


            David
nodded as they finally reached the door to the carriage.  "What about
our luggage?" David asked the driver.


            "All
your things are being taken up to your room by school maintenance
workers.  Move along, please."


            David
and Gwen moved forward and joined a queue of students entering into what looked
like a cave.  David recognized it as the entrance to the school grounds,
at the base of the hill.


            Once
inside, he had to say good-bye to Gwen, as people were separated by name to
make things easier and quicker.


            "Here's
your school map, and your dorm room is C42, in Griffin dorm.  That will be
on the north part of the Dorm Moat."


            David
wasn't sure that sounded right, but he didn't contradict the man.


            The
man continued, "There is an assembly in Byron Hall in an hour. 
Attendance is mandatory.  The lift is over there.  Welcome to the
Woodward Academy.  Next!"


            "Where
is Byron Hall?" David asked, not moving.


            "It's
on your map.  Next!" the man replied with finality.


            David
moved over to the line for the floating rock elevator.  It arrived in only
a few minutes, and he was part of the next group to go up.  The ride was
as smooth as he remembered it, and he was soon standing on the terrace level of
the academy once again.


            It
took David a moment to realize that, for the first time in months, there was no
one around "guarding" him.  He had thought Gwen might be his
temporary keeper, and still wasn't sure whether or not she had been, but right
now, there was no one.  People passed by him as he stood there, just thinking
this thought.


            I'm
as free as I'm going to get, right here, right now.  He had no desire
to flee the school; he was, in fact, looking forward to learning things he had
never even considered before.  It was the simple shock of the change in
his status that caused him to pause.


            Finally,
he got hold of himself, and headed with the rest of the first-years off in
search of the Griffin dorm.  He had thought it was in the southwest part
of the moat, but the man had said the northern part.  Everyone else was
heading that way, so he went with them.


            Sure
enough, the dorm was where he had been told it was.  After the rock ride,
he walked into the building, and then climbed the stairs to the third
floor.  His room was close to this end of the hall, and the door opened
when he touched the handle.


            Magical
locks.


            There
were already two people in the room when he got there, and they had already
chosen beds.  David didn't care; one bed was much the same as the other to
him.  He ended up closest to the door.


            "Hi!"
one of the boys said.  He was tall, at least six feet, and lanky. 
His hair was platinum blonde, almost silver, and his eyes were a penetrating
blue.  He wore glasses that magnified his eyes slightly.  "I'm
Jim Gillenham."  He held out his hand, and David took it.  A
light brown ball of fur suddenly climbed up David's leg to his waist, worked its
way all the way around David's body, and then hopped over to Jim's arm, where
it gripped tightly.  "And this is Melissa.  She's a vervet monkey."


            "David
Stroud.  Hi, Melissa.  This is Jailla.  He's a magpie
jay."  Jailla bobbed his head at everyone.


            "This
is Steven Hawking."


            David
tried very hard not to laugh.  He could tell that Steven had no sense of
humor about his name.


            "Just
call me Steve," he said, shaking David's hand.  "Do you go by
David, or Dave?"


            "David,
if you don't mind," he said.  Steve nodded.


            "My
familiar is asleep right now.  I'll introduce you to him
later."  David nodded in agreement.


            "Hope
you don't mind the door bed," Jim said.  "Neither of us wanted
it."


            David
shrugged.  "Don't really care, as long as it's comfortable enough to
sleep on."


            "Oh,
by the way, there's some stuff here for you," Jim said.  He pointed
to one of the desks where David had put his books and supplies the previous
week. There was now an envelope sitting atop the pile.  It had David's
name written in a clear, attractive script.


            "What
is it?" Steve asked curiously.


            "Beats
me," David said.  He opened the envelope and pulled out what was
inside.  He looked at it for a few seconds, and then looked up. 
"Oh, it's just my class schedule."


            "How
in the hell do you have your classes all lined up already?" Steve
asked.  "Registration's not till tomorrow!"


            "I
took care of all of this last week.  I had to come for a tour of the
campus."


            "Why
didn't you go to orientation?" Jim asked.


            "Because
I wasn't a wizard in the spring," David replied.


            "Oh,
one of those," Steve said with a grin.  "Welcome to the
whacky wonderful world of wizardry!"


            David
laughed.


            "Say,
we'd better get to Byron Hall before it fills up," Jim said.


            "Good
idea," David agreed.  Steve nodded.


            Jailla
then spoke for the first time in quite a while.  "If you don't mind,
David, I'd just as soon wait here.  I'm rather tired."


            "Okay,
Jailla," David said, using his name mainly to let the others know who he
was speaking to.  David took Jailla over to his cage, and put him inside.


            "I
should leave Mel here, too," Jim said.  The monkey climbed up on his
bed and curled up by his pillow.


            With
their familiars taken care of, they all filed out of the room, the door
magically closing behind them.


-----


            Byron
Hall turned out to be the cafeteria.  As they walked in, David heard a
small, high-pitched voice say, "First years sit at the front of the room,
please.  First years to the front."


            David
looked around frantically and then found a pixie floating above his head,
giving out the instructions.


            The
three boys found seats together at a table and waited.  The cafeteria was
a massive room.  There were ten rows of ten tables each, and the entire
room was surrounded by glass.  Even the ceiling was glass.  This gave
an impressive view during the day, but right now the glass mainly reflected the
lighting, which came from candles and...


            "What
are those?" David asked, pointing.


            "Fireflies,"
Steven replied.


            "Not
the kind you're expecting," Jim said immediately, seeing the objection
forming in David's eyes.  "They're Dugerran fireflies." 
Jim whistled to one, and it flew down near them.


            David
examined it.  It was a large insect-like creature, with moth-like
wings.  Its tail was very large, and glowing.  It had dimmed its
light as it approached them, as if it knew not to blind them.


            "They're
not insects.  They're a form of fairy.  Notice they've got arms and
legs, rather than six legs like a real bug.  They provide lighting for the
school, and the school provides them a safe home."


            "Is
it hard for them to find a safe home?" David asked.


            "Lots
of people try to hold them captive, for their light, instead of paying them for
their services.  And there are critters out there that will feed on
fairies... so yes, it can be dangerous."


            "I
see.  Thank you," he said to the firefly, which nodded to him and
then flew away, back up to the top of the room.  "Is there a manual
to explain all this?" David asked.


            "They
should give us a student handbook or something, but... no, there isn't,"
Jim responded.


            The
three boys chatted amongst each other, and some with the other boys around
them, while they waited for the assembly to begin.  Finally, Dean Lengel
walked to the podium up at the front of the cafeteria.  She spread her
hands and said in a normal tone of voice, "Amplivocis."


            "Good
evening, everyone," she said, her voice now clearly filling the hall
without being booming or painful.  "Welcome to the new year here at
The Woodward Academy!  For those of you who have yet to meet me in person,
I am Dean Emile Lengel, the dean of students here.  I'm glad to see you
all.  Let me especially welcome our first year students.  I hope you
are all ready for the marvelous things you're about to learn!


            "Before
we begin the meal, I just want to make the usual start-of-the-year
announcements.  Those of you who have not registered early will need to go
through registration tomorrow.  The office opens at nine o'clock. 
Registration will continue until everyone has gotten their schedule lined up,
but you need to get it done as early as possible.


            "Tuesday
is a student activities awareness day.  All of the clubs, teams, and
organizations that you can join will have places around campus where you can
meet them, ask questions, and sign up.  First years, be careful about
signing up for too many activities before you know what your work load is going
to be like.  We recommend no more than two active clubs, or four
not-so-active clubs, for first years.


            "Now,
some first year students, for some strange reason, have asked me whether they
will be divided into something called 'houses', and if there is a competition
among them.  Let me state emphatically that there is no such rubbish
here!  The Woodward Academy is one family, and we are all here to
support each other.


            "Next,
our groundskeeper, Willie MacDougal, has asked me to remind you all that the
circular area in front of Alton Hall contains several species of snapping
violets, and walking through them could be a very painful experience for you
and them.  Walking on the path around them is highly recommended.


            "For
those of you unfamiliar with magical custom, if you should need to reach Mr.
MacDougal, or anyone else in either the maintenance department, or any other
area of the school, simply draw a clockwise circle on the mirror in your room
and say the name of the person or department you need.  If they are
available, you will be able to talk to them.


            "First
years, if you find that your surroundings seem unfamiliar when you wake up in
the morning, please do not be alarmed.  The dorm buildings move, you see,
so that everyone gets to sample the view.  This means that by the time you
wake up, the rocks will take you to a different part of the terrace than they do
tonight.  We recommend that you keep your map with you for the first few
weeks, just so you don't get confused.


            "Apprentices,
please be aware that we have, this year, begun the licensure tutorial classes
even earlier, and if you feel you need help, you should sign up immediately.


            "I'd
also like to announce that we are beginning a new sports team this year. 
We will be holding tryouts for a baxayr team this year.  For those who are
interested, there will be demonstrations all day Tuesday in Firebird
Stadium.  Even if you aren't interested in trying out, I recommend going
to see the demonstrations, for the sheer enjoyment.


            "Now,
I imagine I've held you up long enough.  If you have any questions, please
contact me or another staff member.  I will be available in my office in
Beckett Hall all day tomorrow.  Now, let's eat!"


            There
was general applause as the dean stepped down.  She uttered another spell,
but David couldn't hear it over the clapping.


            He
turned back to Jim.  "How are we supposed to know if we need help
with our licensure exams already?  I mean, we haven't even taken a single
class."


            "She
wasn't talking to you Wand Wavers," one of the other boys said.


            "Huh?"


            The
boy rolled his eyes and sighed.  "Apprentices are second years. 
You're only first years."


            "Oh. 
What did you call us?"


            "Wand
Wavers," he said snootily, and then turned away.


            "Technically,
we're called Novices, but all of the older students call us that," Steve
told him.


            Suddenly,
a menu materialized in front of David.


            "Aagh!"
he said, and so did about a hundred other students at the same moment.  In
just another moment, a pixie appeared floating above their table. 
"Is anyone ready to order?" she asked.


            David
looked down at the menu while the others placed their orders.  When it was
his turn, he ordered the roast chicken with vegetables.


            The
pixie clapped her hands together, and vanished.


            "So,
what are you going to be taking, Jim?"


            "My
specialty classes are Animperium and Divination."


            "Specialty
classes?" David asked.


            Steve
was the one to explain.  "Pretty much everyone takes things like
Charms and Hexes, and Potions.  Some classes aren't as common, and those
are your specialty classes.  Didn't you pick specialty classes when you
registered?"


            "Honestly,
I just took the dean's advice as to which classes to take."


            Steve
nodded.


            A
few seconds later, there was a slight pop! and a plate of food appeared
in front of David.


            It
was, unfortunately, not roast chicken.


            One
of the older boys who was sitting at their table sighed.  "She's gone
and flubbed it up again!  Everyone give your plate to the person on your
right."


            David
handed his plate to Jim, and the boy on his left, named Carmine, handed David's
chicken over.   While he wasn't physically hungry, the smell made him
drool mentally, and he bit into it eagerly.  It was delicious.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            When
David awoke, he was well rested.  He got out of bed and reached for his
pants where he'd thrown them on the floor the night before, only to find that
they weren't there.  A quick look around located them on top of his
dresser, however.


            As
David was finishing getting dressed, Jim came into the room.  He had
apparently been in the shower, as his hair was still wet.


            "Did
you fold my clothes?" David asked.


            Jim
chuckled.  "That would be freakish, wouldn't it?"  David
smiled at him.  "It's the brownies."


            "Huh?"


            "The
school is home to a whole nation of fairies, David.  They live here, work
here, play here... and in return, the castle keeps them safe."


            "Has
no one bothered to tell them that there's no war on?"


            "They're
well aware.  But they've been here so long that it is their home. 
And... well, that's what they do.  It's in their nature to be
helpful.  Well, most of them.  Some are a real pain in the
butt."


            David
nodded as he finished putting on his coat.  Then he went and let Jailla
out of his cage.  "I've gotta get you a better perch," David
told him quietly.  To Jim, he asked, "Where's Steve?"


            "Already
off getting his schedule taken care of."


            "But
it can't be nine already..."


            "No,
but if you're still not quite sure of what you're going to take, there are
professors in Beckett Hall you can talk to."


            "Oh."


            "So,
since you don't have to worry about registration, what are you going to do
today?"


            "Good
question.  I've got no idea.  Wander around, I guess."


            "Wish
I had the day off," Jim said with a grin.


            "Trust
me, days off can get old really fast.  Especially when they're
enforced."


            Jim
looked at David quizzically, but David didn't say anything more.


            Jim
finished dressing and said, "Well, I'm hungry.  You wanna go get
breakfast?"


            "Sure,"
David said.  He wasn't, of course, hungry, but it wouldn't do to give that
impression.


-----


            David
spent his morning wandering the school grounds, familiarizing himself with where
all the buildings were located.  He had his map with him, which always
told him where he was, with a simple "You are Here" dot that moved as
he did.


            After
lunch, which David ate mainly because he was bored, he returned to his room to
sort out his school supplies.  When he opened the door to the room,
however, he found an envelope on the floor.  He picked it up and turned it
over to see his own name written on it.


            The
handwriting was neat, but not the same script as before, so he figured this
wasn't a school message.  He opened the envelope, and pulled out a small
scrap of paper.  It read, "Please meet me at the Savage Hall Animal
Complex, 8:00 PM, tonight.  Olissa"


            David
smiled, remembering Olissa from the previous week.  He put the note in his
desk drawer, and set about the tasks he had meant to do, now thinking about
what Olissa might want at the Animal Complex.


-----


            At
Jim's advising, David borrowed one of the dorm's fireflies to walk over to the
Animal Complex.  At eight o'clock, it was already dark out, and in fact, a
bit chilled, with the wind coming off the ocean.  David's coat kept him
comfortable, except for his face, which let him know about the temperature.


            The
Animal Complex was a temporary housing facility for the animals that were used
in the Animperium classes, as well as the Magical Creatures Familiarization
seminars.  Many of the smaller animals lived in the complex permanently,
but the larger animals were usually just visiting.


            David
wasn't sure where to find Olissa within the large building, so he just wandered
around.  He finally found her in the stables area, petting a-


            "Is
this a unicorn?" David asked.


            "Yeah,"
she said.  "Hi."


            "Hey,"
he replied.  He reached out very hesitantly to touch the animal, who eyed
him very warily, but allowed him to pet itself.


            The
two moved away from the unicorn, down the row of stables.


            "How
was your trip back?" David asked.


            "I
didn't really have much of a trip.  I was staying with my aunt, and she
lives a short distance from here."


            David
nodded.  "Are your parents..."


            "No,
they're alive.  But we live in Louisiana.  That's a long way to
go.  So it was easier for us to send me to my aunt's for a couple weeks,
and then she could bring me to the school."


            "Oh." 
There was a short pause, then David asked, "So, what did you want to see
me about?"


            For
another moment, Olissa didn't say anything.  Finally, she replied
quietly.  "I know what you did, you know."


            "You'll
have to be a bit more specific than that," David said with a
chuckle.  "I do so many things."


            Olissa
smiled at him.  "At Madame deChagny's.  I'm not a fool,
David.  I know that this coat costs a great deal more than I paid for
it."  She eyed him sternly.


            "I
never figured it would fool you.  I wanted to... give you a way to ignore
it."


            "And
to fool my aunt."


            "I
didn't really have much hope of that, either."


            "Well,
you did.  My aunt, bless her, is not that bright."  David
smiled.  "Why did you do it?  I had enough for serviceable
clothes..."


            David
shrugged.  "Why not do it?  You look much nicer in these
clothes."


            Olissa
smiled at him again.  "I'm not sure how to thank you for it. 
Or, the one way I thought of, I'm not sure you'll accept."


            "I
didn't really do it to be thanked," David said.  "But if you
really feel you need to do something, I'm sure whatever it is will be just
fine."


            Olissa
looked at him shyly, unsure of herself.


            "What
is it?" David asked, not able to read her look.


            "The
only way I can think of to thank you... is to offer to have sex with you,"
she said, her voice soft and slightly quavering.


            David
was shocked that she would offer him that.  "You don't seem like you
really want to do that," David said immediately.  "Or, at least,
you seem extremely hesitant."


            Olissa
admitted.  "Oh, no, I would actually like to sleep with you... it's
whether or not you'll reject me.  I'm not exactly a beauty queen."


            "Oh,"
David said, drawing it out.  To answer her concern, he stepped close to
her, and brought his lips to hers.  Their kiss lasted for a very long
moment.


            When
they finally came up for air, David asked, "Does that relieve your
worry?"


            "C'mon
in here," she said huskily, pointing to an empty stable with some hay
bales in it.


            David
followed her into the stable, and as she turned around, he pulled her into his
arms, hugging her tightly and kissing her again.  Their tongues
intertwined this time, as Olissa shed her coat, tossing it onto a hay
bale.  She worked on David's coat next, and that was soon discarded, as
well.  David pulled back from her at this point, but only slightly.


            "Are
you sure you want to do this? I want to have sex with you, but you don't
have to."


            "No,
I don't have to, as such, but I want to.  You've done a lot for me, and
this is something I can do for you.  Besides, you're cute."


            David
turned his head away as she smiled, and then he turned back and watched avidly
as she pulled her shirt up and off.  Her ample bosom was contained in a
white bra that contrasted her skin nicely.  He pulled her to him, kissing
her again as his fingers meandered across her back, seeking the hooks to her
bra.  They were soon unfastened, and the garment hung limp between them
while they continued to kiss.  David felt Olissa shift her feet, but he
didn't know what she was doing.


            Finally,
Olissa pushed him away gently.  He stepped back slightly, and then looked
down at the now exposed mounds of her chest.  He could not help himself,
but placed a hand under the outside of each breast and lifted them, pushing
them together.  He leaned in and sucked on one nipple.


            Olissa
moaned.


            David
continued to work over the nipples, one by one, going back and forth, showing
them equal attention.  Olissa moaned and sighed, and she rested her hand
on the back of his head, encouraging him to keep up what he was doing. 
After a while, though, she took her free hand and pressed it against David's
crotch, feeling his rock-hard dick inside his pants.  At that, she once
again pushed him away.


            David
watched as she turned away from him and walked to a pile of hay bales. 
She leaned over, placing her hands on the hay.


            "Well,
come on over here," she said with a smile.  "I know you're
ready."


            David
quickly moved in behind her.  He reached to pull her skirt down, but she
stopped him.  "Just lift it up over my butt.  It's easier."


            David
worried it might get dirty, but it was her skirt.  He lifted it up to her
waist, and it bunched there.  He ran his hand between her legs, to find
that she didn't have on any panties.  He looked back, and found that her
panties were lying on the floor beneath her bra.


            So
that's what she was doing, he thought to himself.  He turned back to
Olissa, and then unfastened his pants, pulling them, and his briefs, down to
his knees.  His cock pointed straight at Olissa's pussy.


            David
shuffled forward, and his cock soon contacted Olissa's cunt.  She sighed
and pushed back at him, causing his dick to bend slightly.  He reached
down and shifted its position, and he soon found her hole.  His cockhead
pressed inside her, and then the rest of his shaft slowly followed.


            "Oh,
yes, that feels good," Olissa moaned softly.  David continued to
slide into her until he was buried to the hilt.  There, he rested for a
moment, his hands roaming over her ample ass while she wiggled her hips,
causing ripples of pleasure to go up and down his cock.


            Soon,
David couldn't resist any longer, but started to thrust in and out of Olissa,
keeping his movements slow and smooth.  He didn't want to rush this or
seem like he was in a hurry.  Her pussy felt great wrapped around his
dick, and he was enjoying every second of it.


            After
minutes of this, Olissa made David stop.  She stood up, pulling her pussy
off his prick.  Turning to face him, she smiled.


            "I
want to see your eyes while we have sex," she explained.  She was
about to lie down on the hay bales when David stopped her.


            "That's
gonna be prickly."  He grabbed his coat and put it down for
her.  She smiled at him, and then lay down.  She spread her legs in
obvious invitation, and David quickly took her up on the offer, slipping his
dick back into her as quickly as he could.


            Olissa
sighed as David resumed his previous slow pace.  Now he could use one hand
to play with her tits while the other held him up.  Olissa moaned and
squealed quietly as he tweaked her nipples and rolled them in his fingers.


            "A
little faster now," Olissa finally said, and David obliged, picking up the
pace somewhat.  He could tell that she was starting to rise to her
climax.  He hoped she was close, as he knew that he was holding himself
back as hard as he could at this point.


            Olissa
began to rock her hips more strongly beneath him, and her breathing became
ragged.  She pulled David down to her, and their lips were soon locked,
their tongues dancing wetly in each other's mouths.


            Finally,
Olissa let out a scream that was lost in the depths of David's mouth.  Her
pussy clamped down on his dick, and her back arched, pressing her ample tits
strongly into his chest.


            David
could only take so much of that, and he came, too, blasting his load
into her pussy.  The two bucked and grunted together for long moments
before they came down from their highs.


            David
pushed himself up from Olissa, still buried inside her.  Olissa was still
lost in her pleasure, and her eyes were unfocused.  David waited, just
enjoying the feel of her skin, the warmth of her pussy surrounding his
shrinking cock.


            Finally,
she looked up at him, and smiled.  "You're good at that," she
said.


            David
would have blushed, if he was able.


-----


            The
pair didn't say much as they cleaned up, but once they were on their way back
to the dorm, David's borrowed firefly lighting the way, Olissa spoke.


            "There's
something I want you to know, David.  I really do like you... but I'm not
interested in a relationship with anybody right now.  I just broke up with
a guy from high school not too long ago, and that was pretty nasty.  I'm
just not ready to jump back in with both feet.  I hope you'll
understand."


            David
didn't say anything for a few steps.  Then he asked, "Can we still be
friends?"


            "Absolutely,"
Olissa said immediately.


            David
waited another few steps before asking, "And, as friends, might we
occasionally, from time to time, repeat what just happened?"  He
couldn't look her in the eyes when he asked, because he expected her to say no.


            "So
long as neither of us is attached at the time, you're always free to ask,"
she said.  "And I will, under those conditions, probably say
yes," she said.  David took a second to work his way around her
sentence to her meaning.  Once he understood, he put his arm around her,
gave her a one-armed hug, and let her go.


            "So
what did you do today?" David asked as they continued to walk back to the
dorm.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            



















	
	
		



    
    
    

Chapter 4: September


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
had taken his ribbing from his roommates good-naturedly.  That he had
managed what they called a date on his first night at college gave them the
impression he was some kind of stud.  That this could not be farther from
the truth was something they chose not to listen to.


            David
shook his head about it as he walked to breakfast the next morning.  He
was alone, except for Jailla.  He was going to breakfast entirely because
it would make him look normal.


            In
the middle of his breakfast, which seemed normal enough, being eggs and
something that at the least resembled ham, David's thoughts were interrupted
when Olissa sat down across from him.


            "Good
morning," she said quietly.


            "Hey,"
he said brightly.  "Good morning to you, too."  Seeing the
look on her face, he toned down his good humor.  "Is something the
matter?"


            "Bispy's
being difficult.  He wouldn't come with me to breakfast."


            "Bispy?"


            "My
familiar."


            "Oh. 
I'm sorry.  What's the issue?"


            "Oh,
there's no issue.  He just didn't feel like it."


            David
cocked his head.  "Am I missing something?  Is it really such a
big deal?  Maybe he wasn't hungry."


            Olissa
looked over at him to see if he was making fun of her, but clearly he
wasn't.  "Bispy's always hungry."


            "Oh. 
Do you think he's sick?"


            "No. 
I think he's still mad at me for leaving him at home last week."


            David
asked Jailla, "How mad would you be if I left you and went off
somewhere?"


            "I
would not be happy about it, that is certain.  But I would manage."


            "What
did he say?" Olissa asked.


            "You
mean, you didn't hear him?"


            "Only
the person, or people, to whom a familiar is actually talking will ever hear
them speak, so no, I didn't hear him."


            "Oh. 
Well, he said he wouldn't be happy about it.  I'll assume you have already
apologized to Bispy?"


            "I
apologized before I even left him there!  And I brought him a gift back
with me.  He's just..." she sighed.  "He's in a
phase."


            "Oh. 
So, why did you leave him home, if you knew he'd get so annoyed at being
left?"


            "Because
he's a handful, and I didn't want trouble before school even started."


            David
shook his head.  "Makes sense, I guess."


            "It
just annoys me.  And he knows it annoys me, which is why he's doing
it."


            "Seems
a bit childish on his part..."


            "Yeah,
well... he is."


            The
two ate for a while in silence before David restarted the conversation. 
"What are you going to do today?"


            "Wander
around and look at the clubs, like everyone else.  You?"


            David
shrugged.  "I've never been much into clubs, and I'm kinda worried
about the work load here.  I'm not sure I want to stretch myself thin this
year."


            "I
guess that makes sense... but if you isolate yourself too much, you won't have
any kind of support when you need it."


            "True. 
Well, you mind if I tag along with you, then?"


            "Sure."


            "I
do want to see the baxayr demonstration, though."


            "You
thinking about joining the team?"


            "Me? 
No way.  I'm about as athletic as a bowl of Jell-o.  But the dean was
so vague about what the game is like, I just want to go see it."


            "Okay...
we can do that first, if you want.  After that, maybe Bispy will be
willing to join us."


            "Cool. 
Say... were you looking for me, or did you just happen to see me sitting
here?"


            "Why?"
she asked, a hint of worry in her voice.


            "No
reason... just if you were looking for me, you haven't said what you wanted,
and I didn't want you to forget."


            Olissa
blushed.  "No, I didn't need anything.  I was kind of looking
around to see if you were here, but that's mainly because you're the only
person I know, other than my roommates, who I don't really seem to be clicking
with."


            "I'm
sorry to hear that."


            "They're
kind of snobbish."


            David
frowned, and bit into his ham.


-----


            David
and Olissa walked over to Firebird Stadium, and worked their way up into the
stands.  David was impressed by the size of it.  The stadium looked
as though it could hold five or six thousand spectators, and it sported a glass
dome, or something that looked like glass, yet the framework had no columns to
support it.  He wondered what held it up.


            His
interest in the roof, however, was completely overshadowed by his interest in
the arena itself.  The baxayr arena looked for all the world like a
skateboard park.  The entire "field" was set down into an
elongated bowl, with a rim all the way around it.  Interspersed throughout
the playing area were ramps and bumps.  There were even two high-curving
arcs that must have gone fifteen feet into the air.  The field was
symmetrical; what appeared on one side was mirrored on the other.  He
assumed that this was so no one team had an advantage due to the structure of
the playing field.


            Once
David had been able to absorb the overall field, he noticed the players. 
Each was wearing a tight-fitting outfit, made of some kind of scales, and they
were wearing a helmet.  It seemed like skimpy protection to him.


            "Must
not be a contact sport," David said to Olissa.


            She
shook her head.  "Those are dragon-scale suits they're wearing. 
It's magical armor.  It absorbs the impacts, and keeps you from getting
hurt."


            "Uh,"
he said, a bit dazed.  "Dragon scale as in... from dragons?"


            "Yeah. 
They collect the scales when the dragons shed them.  Dragons don't molt
like a smaller lizard.  They lose their scales one at a time, like
hairs.  Then people collect them and weave them into the suit."


            "Uh,"
David said, very intelligently, he thought.  "Okay, I get it." 
He returned to examining the players.


            The
players were carrying a strange stick with a U-shaped fork at the end.  It
had no net or mesh or anything to hold a ball, so David didn't know how they
were supposed to use it.


            It
also did not go unnoticed by David that the players were standing on devices
that were not touching the ground.  The board, which David assumed was one
of the Sky Riders he'd heard about, vaguely resembled a skateboard without
wheels.  In the back, it had parts that looked a bit like wings, only they
curved down slightly.  The front had smaller versions of these same
wings.  The design looked strange, but David had to admit they were
maneuverable.  The players on the field were doing flips and twists that
he just couldn't imagine.


            As
they sat watching, a ball was released onto the field.  The ball was not
solid, but was a magical ball of swirling blue light.  It bounced off the
floor and then hovered about a foot above the ground.  One of the players
swooped in and snatched it with his stick.  When the posts of the
"U" at the end of the stick were on either side of the ball, a dim
white light was emitted, and the ball was carried along by the stick.


            The
player with the ball carried it a ways, then he flicked it off to one of the
other players, who caught it, ran up a ramp, flipped inverted in the air and
launched the ball off his stick and into the goal, which was not being
protected at the moment.  The people watching applauded and cheered.


            "He's
very good," Olissa said.


            "Yeah. 
That's gotta be dangerous, and hard to do."


            "I
imagine so."


            The
pair watched for a while, seeing some of the students trying out for the team,
which was actually amusing, as most were not adept at using the Sky
Rider.  After a time, though, it grew dull.


            "You
wanna go?" David asked.


            "Yeah. 
I want to check out the clubs that are available."


            Just
then, David heard the name of the next tryout called.


            "Hey,
wait!  I know her!"  The name called had been Gwen Hasterscant.


            "A
friend from Earth?" Olissa asked.


            "No,
she and I rode the carriage to school together.  We spent the entire trip
talking.  I want to see how she does."


            Olissa
sat back down, and the two watched Gwen with interest.  She actually
appeared to be quite good.  She was a little unsteady on her Sky Rider,
but she still attempted a few fancy maneuvers, and didn't fall off.  She
handled the ball well, and she threw everyone off when, faced with a defenseman
who was trying to check her stick, she flipped her stick over into her other
hand, holding it left-handed, and then fired a shot around the defenseman for a
score.  There was much applause for that maneuver.


            "She's
good," Olissa said.


            "Sure
does seem to be," David agreed.  In a few more minutes, Gwen was
called off the field, and she disappeared.


            "You
want to go say hi to her?" Olissa asked.


            David
considered.  "Nah.  I'll probably see her around.  We're
all first years, right?  We're all stuck in the same classes."


            Olissa
chuckled as they made their way out of the stadium.


-----


            Once
they'd cleared the stadium, and were walking across the terrace toward their
dorm, Olissa asked, "So, what do you think of school so far?"


            "Well,
I haven't seen a whole lot yet, other than seeing the grounds.  I'm a
little worried about tomorrow."


            "Why?"


            "Well,
you, and most of the others here, have had a chance to absorb the whole idea of
a magical world, where strange things can happen.  I'm not sure it's
completely settled into my brain that not only do strange things happen here,
but I'm supposed to make them happen.  I'm just concerned that I'm
not going to be able to adjust."


            "I
think you're not giving yourself enough credit.  You'll do fine."


            Jailla
chimed in at that point and said, "You should listen to her."


            "Oh,
you hush," David said good-naturedly to Jailla.  To Olissa, he said,
"Thanks for the vote of confidence.  I appreciate it.  I just
hope I can live up to it."


            "Well,
if you need help, feel free to ask."


            "Thanks
for that, too.  We gonna go see if your familiar wants to come out and
play now?"


            "Oh,
geez, don't say that to him!  He loves to play, and it always gets
me in trouble!"


            David
chuckled at her as they approached the edge of the terrace.  There were a
couple other students waiting as they got to the rock stop.  It was only a
few seconds before one arrived, and they rode down to the dorm in companionable
silence.


            Once
they were back in the dorm, Olissa lowered her voice a little and asked,
"So, just exactly how did you come about your magic?  It's not normal
for it to show up so late in life."


            David
hesitated for a long moment.  He didn't want to not tell her, but
he wasn't supposed to reveal it, and he also didn't know how she'd react. 
He wasn't ready to lose the only friend he had here.


            "I'd...
rather not talk about it, if you don't mind.  Maybe another time."


            "Fair
enough," she said.  She didn't seem to be offended, but he hoped she
wasn't too annoyed.


            Nothing
more was said until they reached Olissa's room.  As usual, the door opened
at her touch, and they walked in.  Neither of Olissa's roommates were
present at the moment.


            The
room was neat and clean, everything picked up and put away.  David knew
the brownies would do this for everyone, but it was hard for him to get used
to.  The only thing that looked out of place was a blue lump that sat on
the far bed.


            Olissa
went over to the lump and petted it.  David realized that this must be
Bispy.


            "Are
you ready to be civil and join me?" she said to the creature.


            Bispy
lifted his head fractionally and made a hissing noise at her.


            "No,
I didn't bring you breakfast!  If you had wanted breakfast, you should
have gone with me to the cafeteria, like I asked you to!"


            David
shifted uncomfortably at this one-sided exchange.  At the movement,
Bispy's head snapped around and stared straight at David.  The creature
unfurled itself, rising to its full height... which was all of about a foot and
a half.  But...


            "Is
that... a dragon?" David asked incredulously.


            "Yes. 
Sorry, David, this is Bisperion, the cave dragon.  Bispy, this is my new
friend, David, and his jay, Jailla."


            Bispy
launched himself off the bed with a strong leap, and spread his wings, gliding
over to the bed closest to David.


            "Hello,
Bisperion," David said formally.  Jailla ruffled his feathers a bit,
then settled.         


            "I
don't suppose you brought food?" Bispy asked him.


            David
actually jumped in shock.  He looked at Olissa.  "I thought
familiars only spoke to their wizards."


            Olissa
shrugged.  "Adult dragons, regular ones, can talk normally. 
Bispy can't, yet, except in his role as a familiar.  I guess he likes
you."


            "Well,
that'll be short lived," David said with a grin.  Turning to Bispy,
he said, "Sorry, no, I don't have anything for you to eat."


            Bispy
growled, but he was too small for it to not be cute.  He turned to Olissa
and said, "Is he staying?"


            "Neither
of us is staying.  We're going to walk around the campus looking at the
clubs that are available.  Do you want to go with us, or not?"


            "I
will go," Bispy said.  He hopped into the air and flapped his wings a
couple times to get some altitude, and then he glided onto Olissa's
shoulder.  In a blink, he'd folded his wings and curled himself around her
neck, draped across both shoulders.  He gave every appearance of being
asleep.


            "Well,
let's go, then," Olissa said with a sigh.


            As
they were walking down the hall, David had to ask.  "Why, exactly,
can I hear him, even when he talks to you now?"


            "Because
he's chosen to let you.  Jailla might be a more useful one to ask about
this.  I don't really understand the nature of familiars all that
well."


            "Jailla?"
David asked him, turning his head to look at the bird.


            "I
would surmise that the dragon would also have made a good familiar for you, had
it been available.  Or it is possible that it thinks you can be of such
help to its owner that it wishes to gain your favor.  Or, it is possible
that he is simply being a dragon."


            "And
what's that supposed to mean?" David asked.


            "Inscrutable,"
Jailla replied simply.


            When
David sighed heavily and shook his head, Olissa asked, "What'd he
say?"


            "Nothing
helpful," David replied.  "Anyway, where do you want to go
first?"


            "Let's
just start at Beckett Hall and work our way around.  Unless you've got a
better idea..."


            "No,
that works for me.  Let's go."


-----


            The
pair spent most of the morning working their way around the Academy Moat,
looking at all the clubs.  David had signed up for only one, while Olissa
had signed up for two, and taken pamphlets about three others.


            "What
now?" David asked, once they had returned to the front of Beckett Hall.


            "I've
got to go to the bathroom," she stated.  At that, Bispy jumped down
off her shoulder and sat on the ground.  "Oh, you big
baby."  To David, she said, "He doesn't like the girls'
room."


            David
laughed.  "I'll wait here for you."


            Olissa
waved to him, and went off to the bathroom.


            Once
she was well out of earshot, Bisperion hopped up onto the back of a nearby
bench, so he could look David more directly in the eye.


            "I
know what you are," he said.


            "What
do you mean?" David asked.


            "You
are no mere human.  I may be young, but I'm still a dragon.  I know a
magical creature when I encounter one.  You are clearly one.  As you look
entirely human, you are either a were, or an undead.  I don't sense the
stench of animal in you, which makes you an undead.  Of what variety, I am
not yet sure."


            "Are
you going to tell Olissa?"


            "Are
you?"


            "I
want to, but I'm afraid she wouldn't like me if she knew the truth. 
People like me aren't very popular."


            "If
you are thinking about telling her, then I will not.  However, if it looks
to me like you will never tell her, then I will have to tell her, for
her own good."


            "Why
are you talking to me?" David asked suddenly.


            "We
are of a kind," Bispy answered.


            "That
makes no sense."


            "Perhaps
it does, and you simply aren't dragon enough to understand it," Bisperion
said haughtily.  He hopped down, and would say no more.


            David
grumbled.


            Jailla
chimed in with, "I told you: inscrutable."


            David
nodded in agreement.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
was up with the sun the next day.  He was nervous about his first day of
college, and restless.  He wanted to get things started.  As soon as
it was late enough to do so, he collected Jailla and headed for the
cafeteria.  He hoped that eating would at least calm him down.


            After
breakfast, which did nothing to calm his nerves, David wandered around the
campus.  It was still forty-five minutes before class, and he didn't want
to show up that early.  He wandered around the terrace until he found
Alton Hall, where the Potions class he was taking was located.  The
building was surrounded by large greenhouses, each at least a hundred feet long
and forty or fifty feet wide.  Alton Hall itself was a stone building with
vines growing up its face.  It looked almost as if it were a part of the
landscape, rather than a building set upon it.  There were plenty of
windows to let in the light, but all of them were rounded.  The building
contained no sharp corners at all, except at the peak of the roof.


            When
David saw a group of students enter the building, he made his way inside as
well, walking around the snapping violets as he'd been warned.  Once
inside the building, he quickly found the classroom he was assigned to.


            "David!"
a voice called, and he looked around to find the source.  It was Gwen, who
had apparently arrived even before he had.  He'd not seen her in the group
that had entered right before himself.  He waved, and headed over in her
direction.


            "Good
morning," he said to her warmly.  She smiled.


            "Hey. 
You ready for this?"


            "Not
really," he confided.


            "You'll
do fine," she replied.


            "I
saw you at the baxayr tryouts yesterday," David said, changing the
subject.


            "Oh,
yeah?  What'd you think?"


            "You
were great!  And when you switched hands..."


            Gwen
laughed.  "Yeah, that threw everyone off.  I'm ambidextrous, so
I just used that to my advantage."


            "I
can see that would come in handy."


            "It
certainly did.  It got me a spot on the team!"


            "Cool! 
Congratulations."


            "Thanks. 
I'm not a starter, but I'll get to play some."


            "That's
great."


            Just
then, a familiar voice said, "Geez, David, already working on a new
girl?"


            David
turned to see Jim laughing at him from the next table over.


            David
flipped him off.


            "What's
he mean by that?" Gwen asked.


            "Don't
worry about it.  It's a long story."


            "Oh."


            Just
then, the teacher walked in.  It was obviously the teacher, as she was not
wearing the school uniform.  She was a lovely woman, however.  David
estimated her to be in her late thirties.  She looked to be just slightly
shorter than he was.  She had ample breasts that filled out her coat and
dress nicely, and her legs were shapely and toned below the hem of her dress. 
She had a round, open face with a friendly smile and inviting eyes.  Her
black hair draped down her back in a thick braid.  David tried not to
drool.


            "Hello,
class.  My name is Professor Sam Stott.  I will be your instructor
for Potions 101.  If you're not here for Potions 101, then I'm afraid
you're in the wrong place."


            To
the class's amusement, one student in the back actually got up and hurried out
the door.


            Prof.
Stott continued.  "That takes care of that.  Now then.  In
this first semester, we are going to cover more theory than practice. 
This is to help you understand exactly what you're doing when we get down to
making serious potions.  Don't worry, though.  We'll make a few
potions here and there, too."


            Jim
leaned over and whispered to David, "Can we make a potion that will dissolve
all her clothes?"


            David
did not disagree with the sentiment.


-----


            "Well,
that was interesting," David said as they emerged from Potions class.


            "Really? 
I'm just lost," Gwen said.


            "I
wasn't really paying attention," Jim admitted.


            David
shook his head at Jim.  To Gwen, he said, "Did you really not get
it?"


            She
shrugged.  "Not yet.  It's all new.  Maybe it'll make more
sense as we get into it."


            David
nodded.  "I think I like this class."


            "You
just like staring at the teacher," Jim teased.


            "You
were the one drooling on your syllabus," David shot back.  Jim
blushed.  Gwen shook her head.  "Anyway, you guys want to get
lunch?  I've got Metamorphosis in an hour."


            "Oh? 
Yeah, me, too," Jim said.  "Same teacher?  Mine is
Fibblebitz."


            "Same
one," David confirmed.  "How about you, Gwen?"


            "No,
I have Metamorphosis tomorrow.  I've got Charms and Hexes at 2:00. 
But come on, I'm starving."


            "Forget
to eat breakfast?" David asked with a grin.


            "I
was too excited," she said, blushing.


-----


            Hyneman
Hall, where the Metamorphosis classes were taught, was up on the Academy
level.  David and Jim took one of the rocks up and walked around until
they found the right building.  They had just settled into their seats
when their teacher came in.


            Professor
Fibblebitz was a slightly plump woman of average height.  Her golden
blonde tresses were held up in a fancy style with various combs and pins with
butterflies on them.  She smiled at the class.


            As
the professor started her welcome speech, David leaned back to Jim, who was
sitting behind him, and whispered, "Maybe, since you're not drooling over
the teacher, you can pay attention in this class."


            Jim
grinned, and whispered back, "I dunno... she's got a pretty nice rack on
her."


            David
shook his head ruefully, and sat back to listen to the professor.


            "In
this class," the professor said, "you will learn to change one thing
into another thing, and back.  It sounds simple, but the fact of the
matter is that it is a very complicated, difficult process, and only a few of
you will ever master it.  Please do not be discouraged by that; you cannot
be good at everything.


            "Today,
I want to go over our course plan, and then give you a few demonstrations of
what we will hope to accomplish by the end of the semester."


            This
should be good, David thought to himself.  The next hour or so proved
him right.


 


-----


            David
had just left his dorm, and was crossing the terrace toward his History class,
which was to take place at the castle, when he was accosted.  A soft pop!
occurred, and then a pixie was floating in the air in front of him.


            "Are
you David Stroud?" the pixie asked.


            "Yes. 
What can I do for you?" he replied.


            The
pixie giggled.  "You humans!  I'm just here to let you know that
your History class will not take place in the castle today, but that you need
to meet Professor Gardner down at the entrance to the school grounds."


            "How
come?"


            "You
are going on a field trip.  Also..." the pixie actually looked around
conspiratorially, "I was told to remind you that you must stay within
sight of the Professor at all times while off campus."


            David
nodded.  "Thank you."


            The
pixie giggled again.  "No problem!"  With another soft pop!,
she was gone.


            David
turned and headed for the rock lift down to the school entrance, and was soon
milling about with the rest of the students in his class.


            "Okay,
class," a voice said, clearly augmented magically.  "Let's all
gather over here."  The person speaking was an elderly gentleman,
perhaps in his sixties, with white hair.  He didn't have a mustache or
beard, and he was quite thin.  He spoke with something of a lisp.


            "I
am Professor Gardner, and I will be your History 101 teacher this
semester.  Today's lesson is about the history of Dugerra and the
wizarding laws that created this college.  Rather than simply talk to you
about it, however, I am going to take you all down to the Museum of Magical
History, in Gorumshead.  This will not be our only field trip this
semester.  Before we go, however, I want to take roll."


            While
the professor was reading off the roll, David looked around at the group. 
Most people already looked bored.  He didn't see any of the few people he
knew in the group.  Off to one side, nearby, he did see an unusual
girl.  He went over to get a closer look.


            "Can
I help you?" the girl asked quietly, so as not to interrupt the professor.


            "I'm
sorry to stare... it's just that... your ears are pointed."


            "That's
rather normal for an elf," she said coolly.


            "You're
an elf?" David asked in astonishment.


            "Yes. 
I would have thought that would be easy to recognize."


            "I'm
sorry, I - Here, professor!" David called out, as his name was read
off.  Turning back to the girl, he continued.  "I'm sorry, I'm
very new to Dugerra, and magic, in fact.  Up until... well, just now... I
didn't know that elves really existed."


            The
girl seemed to grow marginally less cold at that, and nodded.  "Elves
are quite real.  And to save you future shock, I will tell you that so are
gnomes, trolls, dwarves, giants, were-creatures, mer-creatures, and a host of
other things.  You are from Earth?"


            "Yes."


            "If
you've read about it in a fairy tale or horror story, it probably actually
exists here in Dugerra.  Those legends started here."


            "I
see.  Thank you..." clearly asking for her name.


            "Devyn,"
she replied.


            "David,"
he reciprocated, extending his hand.


            Devyn
merely looked at it, and then said, "We had better keep up with the
class," and walked away.


            Friendly
sort, isn't she? he thought to himself, and then joined the group as they
headed out to the school carriage.


-----


            The
ride into Gorumshead was brief, and the group soon entered what seemed a
smallish building for a museum.  David had already learned, however, not
to accept this as the truth.  Indeed, the inside of the museum could not
have possibly fit within the building that he had seen from the street.


            "Hello!
And welcome to the Museum of Magical History!" the tour guide said. 
She looked to be about David's age, with shoulder-length brown hair, blue eyes
and a trim body.  She carried on with her spiel.


            "My
name is Flo Tractus, and I will be your tour guide for the afternoon.  We
will be taking the 'Brief History' tour, which will cover Dugerran history from
earliest known records to present day.


            "Dugerra
is approximately fifteen thousand years old.  That is, Dugerra has had
people for about fifteen thousand years.  We think that it was here long
before then."


            One
student asked, "If no people were here before, how was it found?"


            "Good
question!  No one knows how Dugerra was discovered.  There are some
legends, but none of them can be proven one way or the other.  Now, here
we see an overall map of Dugerra.  Those of you from Earth will find that
it looks quite familiar."


            David
had noticed that, with only a few minor differences, Earth and Dugerra were
almost identical.  He wrote off the differences to things caused by the
hand of man.


            Flo
continued her speech, walking them through different exhibits and giving out
information.  In time, they came to a room which seemed to depict a war.


            "Here
we see a depiction of the last great were-war.  It was this war that was
responsible for the creation of Castle Woodward.  In the year 843, the
Were Nation invaded Northern Callamandia, demanding a large section of
land.  The king refused, and sent troops to repel the invasion.  What
followed was an all-out war between wizards and weres.  Many castles were
built along the borders, and also along the shores, to prevent the weres from
coming in by sea.  This was something they did, indeed, try, and Castle
Woodward repelled at least six known invasion attempts."


            "Is
it true that if you get bitten by a were, you become one?" one of the
students asked.


            "That
is actually up to the were," Flo replied.  "They can turn you,
or kill you."


            "Is
there a spell to prevent it?"


            "Not
that I know about," Flo answered.


            "So,
if we get bitten by a were, we're screwed," the student continued. 
"Because if we become a were, people are going to try to kill us
anyway."  The student considered, and then brightly asked, "but
what if we're already dead, like, say a vampire?"


            Flo
looked at him in consternation, and then she said, "Then... you wouldn't
have had the problem in the first place!  And... we're walking!"


-----


            "And
this is Castle Woodward, as it appeared right after construction.  As you
can see, the grounds look very much like they do today, with the exception of
the terrace level, which was barren then, and is quite forested now.  The
school buildings were, of course, added later."


            The
students gathered around.  One of the other students, whom David did not
know, gushed, "Look at the detail!  I mean, all the little people are
moving around, and there are even monsters in the Monster Moat!"  The
student continued to point things out, until finally, another of the students
had had quite enough.


            "It's
only a model," he said.  The other student looked abashed.


            Flo
said, "...and we're walking!" and quickly led them off to another
exhibit.


-----


            "In
1287, the king decreed the creation of the wizarding colleges, and the
licensure procedure, to prevent the reoccurrence of the damage done by Lord
Dailey the Inept.  He was a wizard who had never developed his skills, and
really didn't care who got hurt by his spells, as long as he got out of them
what he wanted.


            "A
council for education was set up, and then the colleges were established. 
The Woodward Academy was one of the first, and still ranks among the top three
in all of the human nations of Dugerra.  The top three tend to trade
places from year to year."


            "What
happened to Lord Dailey?" one student asked.


            "He
was sent to the land of the giants, where his magic would cause less havoc, and
where he was flogged... well... daily!"


            The
entire room groaned.


            Flo
said brightly, "Thank you, I'll be here all week!"  After a
pause, she said, "Really.  That's my schedule.  And we're
walking!"


-----


            At
the end of the tour, Prof. Gardner held a brief question and answer session
before they all headed back out to the carriage.  As they were leaving,
Flo said to them, "See you all on Wednesday!"


            "Are
we coming back here?" David asked the professor, who was standing next to
Flo.


            Flo
answered for him.  "No, I'm actually in your class.  I also work
here, so the professor asked me to host the tour."


            David
said, "Oh.  Gotta love that extra credit."


            Flo
giggled and said, "Exactly!"


            David
said good-bye to her and filed out with the rest of the students to head back
to campus.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David's
first class the next day was called Magical Economics, or, as he had found out,
"MagEc" for short.  It was held in Imahara Hall, on the Academy
level of the school.


            Imahara
Hall was the most modern of the buildings he had seen.  It contained much
glass and metal.  The front doors were blue glass, with a firebird etched
into them.


            One
of these days, I'm going to have to ask someone what the difference between a
firebird and a phoenix is, he thought to himself as he walked in the
building.  He made his way to his classroom, and found a seat at a table
near the middle of the room.


            A
few minutes later, someone tapped him on the shoulder.  He turned to see
Olissa.


            "Good
morning," he said to her quietly.  He didn't know what kind of mood
she was in, so he didn't want to overpower her again.


            "Hey. 
Is anyone sitting here?"


            "Nope. 
Take a seat," he replied.  She smiled at him and slid into the chair
next to him.


            "How's
Bispy doing?  He forgiven you yet?"  Very few students brought
their familiars to class with them.


            "Not
exactly, but he's at least being more sociable.  He came to breakfast with
me this morning.  I missed you there," she said.


            "I
ate early, sorry."


            "No
problem.  I just wanted someone to talk with, anyway."


            "Haven't
you met anyone in your other classes?"


            "I've
said hi, but I usually make friends pretty slowly.  That's why it was so
helpful to have met you.  Oh, shit, I hope that doesn't sound like I'm
just using you..."


            David
shrugged it off and smiled at her.  "It's okay.  I don't
mind.  How did your classes go yesterday?"


            "Not
too bad.  Pretty easy, really."


            "Glad
to hear it."


            "How
about you?"


            "Just
getting-acquainted stuff, really.  Other than History class, where we took
a field trip."


            "Already?"


            "Yeah. 
Just down to the Museum of Magical History in town."


            "I've
been meaning to go there."


            "It's
impressive, especially for those of us who aren't used to magic."


            Olissa
nodded.  At that point, the teacher walked in and made his way to the
front of the classroom.  Conversation stalled at that point.


            The
professor for this class was a man who looked to be in his late sixties or
early seventies.  He had white hair down to his shoulders, and a long
white beard.  He was bulky, but not too fat, and he wore large spectacles
that amplified the size of his eyes.  He moved to stand in front of his
desk, and addressed the room.


            "Good
morning to you all," he said in a clear, strong voice that belied his
age.  "My name is Professor Jeffrey Hall, although most of the
students refer to me as Coach Hall.  I will be your MagEc instructor this
semester.


            "Things
that we will be talking about in this class include-"


            At
this point, Coach Hall was interrupted by a cat which walked into the class,
strolled up an aisle, and leaped onto the coach's desk.  The cat was an
orange striped variety, and it was wearing a wizard cloak, a pointy hat, and
some kind of amulet around its neck.  The cat stared at the class for a
few seconds, mewed at Coach Hall, and then promptly curled up on the desk and
went to sleep.


            Coach
Hall sighed.  "Dammit, Oscar..."  To the rest of the class,
Coach Hall said, "This is Oscar, the school mascot.  You will,
unfortunately, be seeing a lot of him, as he likes to sleep on my desk.


            "Anyway,
as I was saying, in this class, you will learn the household magical
skills.  Things that will make your daily life simpler.  We will have
discussions of hygiene and how you can use magic to assist.  We will talk
about household chores such as cooking and cleaning.  We will also talk
about magical maintenance issues, like keeping your wand in good repair, and preserving
potions, and other such issues.


            "There
will also be a health section, where we will discuss ways you can prevent
illness using magic... and also some magical maladies which may befall you, and
how to protect against them as best you can."


            "Now,
I see no reason for us to waste any more time.  Please open your books to
page 12 and let's get started."


-----


            "My
head hurts," David said.  He and Olissa had just left MagEc.


            "What's
the matter?" Olissa asked.


            "Too
much weirdness all at once," he replied.


            "Oh. 
It's starting to sink in what a magician's life is like, isn't it?"


            "Yeah. 
I wonder how long it's going to take before I'm fully prepared for it
all."


            "It'll
come to you.  When's your next class?"


            "1:00. 
I've got Charms and Hexes with Phillips."


            "Me,
too!  Hey, you want to go grab lunch?  I'm kinda hungry."


            "Okay,
sure."


            "Then
we can walk over to Sabrina Hall, and wait for class."


            "And
maybe you can help me understand some of this junk," he said, waving his
book in the air.


            "Sure
thing," she replied.


-----


            Sabrina
Hall was, like most of the school buildings, in the Academy Moat section of the
castle grounds.  It was a fancy building, with spires at each corner and
ornate windows.  David and Olissa had found it without problem, and had
been sitting in their classroom, studying, for quite a while before the other
students started to pour in.


            When
the teacher came in, all the girls sighed.  David rolled his eyes.


            "He's
dreamy," Olissa said.


            David
looked at the professor.  He seemed to be in his early thirties, about six
feet tall, and clearly in very good shape.  He had wavy blonde hair that
came to just above his collar, and deep blue eyes, along with smooth, tanned
skin.  David didn't see what was so 'dreamy' about him, but then, he
wasn't a girl.


            "Good
afternoon, class," the professor said.  His voice was smooth and
mellow.  David was beginning not to like this guy, just because he seemed
like he was too freaking perfect.  "My name is Professor Charles
Phillips.  I am to be your Charms and Hexes instructor this term.


            "Now,
for those who are not aware, charms and hexes are essentially the same. 
The only difference between them is the intended outcome on the one being
spelled.  If your intention is to benefit the person, then it is a
charm.  If your intention is harm, a hex.  There is a similar
difference between enchantments and curses, but then, that's not our subject.


            "Collectively,
I will call both charms and hexes, 'charms', unless there's a reason for me to
be specific.  This is so we can all be less wordy.  Please reserve
the word 'spells' for your Enchantments and Curses instructor, unless you are
talking about the entire gamut of magical incantations.


            "Charms
are simple spells, involving a minimum of words.  Sometimes only one or
two words.  In almost no case will a charm require more than a
sentence.  You will often need your wand, or some other item, to perform a
charm, but there are a great many that do not require it at all. 
Yes?" the teacher asked, in response to a raised hand.


            The
student in question, whom David did not know, asked, "How will we know
when to use our wand, and when not to?"


            "An
excellent question!" the teacher enthused.  "Your wand is a
focusing device.  If the charm you are attempting to perform requires
focus, that is, if you are trying to affect a specific object, person, animal,
or other very specific thing, then you will want to use your wand.  If, on
the other hand, your charm covers a general area, or a wide group of people,
then your wand is not needed.  Also, in some cases, a talisman or other
magical object will replace your wand in the charm.  This is
charm-specific, and we'll get into it more as we go on.


            "Now,
let's get started, shall we?"


-----


            "I
think I like that class," Olissa said as they were leaving the building.


            "What
you really mean is that you really like the teacher," he teased.


            "Oh,
and you haven't found any of your teachers attractive?" she challenged.


            "Hey,
this isn't about me," he replied with a grin.


            "Men!"
Olissa said, feigning anger.


            "When's
your next class?" David asked, finally getting more serious.


            "I
have Divination in twenty-five minutes.  You?"


            "Not
until 8:00."


            "Damn! 
What class goes that late?"


            "Umbrasocius."


            "Oh. 
Right.  Has to be nighttime."


            "Are
you going to take Umbrasocius?"


            "I
hadn't really thought about it.  Why?"


            "Just
asking," he said, lying.  "Divination... which building is that
in?"


            "Harris
Hall.  We're standing in front of it."


            The
building was very church-like.  It had a central peak that made David think
of a church steeple, even though it went all the way through the
building.  On either side were the actual building wings, where classes
were taught.  The windows were arches, and the roof was also an arch,
rather than pointed.  The building looked vaguely mystical.


            "Well,
good luck.  I'm gonna go study some," David said.


            "Thanks. 
See you later."


-----


            David
was studying in his room when Jim came in, looking rather disheveled.


            "Where
in the world have you been?" David asked.


            "Animperium
class," he replied.  "We were messing about with a baby
mestapir."


            "What
the hell is a... no, never mind, I don't want to know.  What is
Animperium?"


            "The
control of animals.  It teaches you to communicate with and gain control
over non-sentient creatures."


            "So,
not a familiar," David asked.  He didn't want anyone trying to
control Jailla.


            "No,
not a familiar.  They're magical and intelligent.  Magical beasts are
tough, but intelligent creatures require something other than animperium to
gain control."


            "You
mean, it can be done?"


            "Even
people can be controlled, if the wizard is good enough.  Anything can
be controlled.  It's just a matter of how hard it is to do."


            "Oh. 
Okay."


            "What're
you studying?"


            "Charms
and Hexes.  Professor Phillips gave us a couple charms we were supposed to
practice."


            "Oh,
shit, yeah.  I'm supposed to, too."


            "You
want to work on it together?"


            "Yeah,
I don't have class until 7:00.  You?"


            "8:00."


            "Ah,
taking Umbrasocius, are you?  Or is it one of the Astrology courses?"


            "Umbrasocius. 
What's your next one?"


            "Divination."


            "Is
that really... I mean, does it actually work?  I mean, back home,
astrology and divination and that kind of thing... they're just a scam."


            "Trust
me, it works here.  What you've got back in Earth is the remnants of what
used to be real magic.  There used to be real astrologers and fortune
tellers, but they all slowly migrated to Dugerra.  Especially when the
church came along and said they were all evil."


            "Maybe
I'll take it next semester, then.  I'll have to see."


            "Anyway,
let's get to work on these spells..."


-----


            David
made his way up to the castle, but found the doors closed.  This was odd,
as the class was scheduled, and normally the doors were open to invite the
students inside.  David hesitated, but then realized if he waited much
longer, he'd be late for class.  He stepped up and grabbed the door
handles.


            The
handles, which were made of blue-tinted crystal set vertically in wrought-iron
fasteners, glowed brightly, and the red eyes of the firebird flared.  He
almost felt as though the bird was looking at him.


            Finally,
with several loud clicks, the door released, and swung open.  David saw
the massive locking mechanisms on the inside of the door, but didn't pay too
much attention to them, as he needed to get to class.


            Once
in his class, he looked around for familiar faces.  He saw only one person
he recognized from another class, but he didn't know the girl's name.


            The
professor walked in right behind David, who took a seat off to one side, but in
the front row.  The teacher walked to the chair in the front of the class,
and sat down.


            "Hello,"
the man said.  His voice was deep and sonorous.  The man was of
slight build, and his age was impossible to determine.  His hair was
speckled with gray, but his skin was smooth.  He was medium height, and
wore large spectacles which magnified his deep green eyes.


            "My
name is Professor Allen P. Edgars.  I am to be your Umbrasocius teacher
for this semester.  I might ask, how many people in this class joined
SPIRIT SIGHT yesterday?"


            David
and one other person raised their hands.  SPIRIT SIGHT was the one club
David had signed up for.  The name was an acronym for the Society for the
Promotion of Inter-Death Relationships and Inter-Death Trust, and the Society
for the Improvement of Ghost-Human Ties.  The club was apparently the
merger of two former clubs.


            Prof.
Edgars looked disappointed.  "Well, then.  Tell me, how many of
you are here because you thought this class would be an easy grade, so that you
could focus more on your other works?"


            Almost
every other hand in the class hesitantly rose into the air.  David and the
other person put their hands down.  The teacher scowled.


            "Every
one of you with your hand raised is going to be sorely disappointed.  This
is not an easy class, and getting a top grade in here will require a
great deal of time and study.  I strongly recommend that you consider
switching to something else.  I hear there are plenty of openings in the
Technomandy class."


            There
were murmurs in the room, and David was a little surprised.  He had not
expected this to be one of his more demanding classes.  But then, he
wasn't really sure what they would be learning here.


            "Umbrasocius,
or, as it is often termed, Ghost Relations, is the study of the interaction
between the living and the not.  The formerly alive do tend to have a dim
view of those of us still in the flesh, mainly because they have seen so much
over time.  They watch, and see us live our brief lives with gusto,
passion, and sometimes a complete lack of respect for the consequences of our
actions, and they see impetuous behavior.  Wisdom comes from long years,
but so does condescension.  It is this duality that makes dealing with the
spirits very difficult."


            A
student raised his hand.  The teacher said, "Yes, what is it?"


            "What
does your middle initial P stand for?"   The class laughed.


            Prof.
Edgars seethed.  "If I had wanted you to know that, I would have told
you what it was from the beginning.  For instance, I would have said,
'Hello, my name is Allen Percival Edgars.  And no, my middle name
is not Percival.  What is your name, young man?"


            "Marcus
Savolar," the student replied haughtily.


            "Yes,
I've spoken to several of your ancestors over the years."


            "They
are important people," Marcus said with pride.


            "No,
they are annoying people.  Usually they're causing trouble."  To
the rest of the class, he said, "One of the jobs possible for someone
trained in Umbrasocius is as a mediator between the living and the dead. 
Often, the dead haunt an area, and cause difficulty for those living on the
other side.  It is the responsibility of the mediator to find out what the
problems are, and to see if a resolution can be reached."


            "Just
call the Ghostbusters!" one student, obviously from Earth, said.  Those
who got the reference, laughed.  David grinned, but could see that this
was irritating the teacher.


            Prof.
Edgars rolled his eyes.  "The only being who can 'bust' a
ghost," he said, looking over at David briefly, but trying to make it look
as though he was simply including the entire class in his comments, "is a
demighost.  Now shall we carry on with class, or would you like to get
more of this frivolous garbage out of your system?"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Good
morn-, you look like hell," David said to Olissa when he sat down across
from her the next morning.


            "Didn't
sleep well.  Divination class gave me problems."


            "Wow. 
Did you guys get that deeply into it already?"


            "No. 
My roommates thought it would be funny to tease me over it in the middle of the
night.  Neither of them thinks divination is a worthwhile subject."


            "It
really sounds like you need to move to a new dorm room."


            "I'm
considering it.  How was Umbrasocius yesterday?"


            "Creepy. 
Prof. Edgars is a bit spooky."


            "So
I've heard.  He's part of the Herbology Department."


            "You
mean, there's no Umbrasocius Department?"


            "How
big was your class?" Olissa asked in response.


            "Maybe
fifteen people."


            "And
he teaches just two of those.  And he's the only Ghost Relations
teacher.  No, there's no department for that.  It's not a big enough
subject.  He's also the teacher for Care of Poisonous Plants."


            "I'd
believe that.  Is that a normal part of the Herbology courses?"


            "Yeah. 
It's... I think it's Herbology 301.  Or 401.  I can't remember. 
It is definitely necessary, though.  Lots of potions use poisonous plants
in their mix."


            "I
would assume dangerous potions..."


            "Not
necessarily.  A lot of times, the combination of plants can nullify the
poisons."


            "Oh."


            "Damn. 
I have to hurry.  I have class in ten minutes.  You?"


            "No,
not until 10:30."


            "Why
the hell are you up so early, then?" she asked incredulously.


            David
shrugged.  "Woke up, decided to eat."  In fact, David had
discovered that he was requiring less sleep since he'd become a demighost, and
the time he needed was still shortening.  He wondered if he would
eventually be able to do without sleep altogether, or if he would reach a
minimum limit.


            Olissa
said.  "Oh.  Well, enjoy your free time.  I've got to
run.  Talk to you later."


            "Yeah,
sure.  Have fun."


-----


            "Good
morning, class.  Today, we are going to make a simple potion.  Very
simple, as there are only three ingredients.  This will build on what you
learned last time in theory.  Now, if you would all get out your cauldrons
and set them over the fire pits on your tables."


            David
set his cauldron up, as did Gwen, next to him.


            "Now,
we are going to make a simple prank potion that makes the drinker burp
butterflies.  It is called, naturally and disgustingly enough, the
Butter-Belch potion."


            David
whispered to Gwen, "At least she's not too stuck up to teach it to us,
though."


            Gwen
grinned.


            The
teacher went on to outline the procedure for creating the concoction, and David
followed along closely.  His mixture seemed to be coming together, as it
was starting to bubble and the different liquids were swirling within the pot.


            Gwen,
however, was not having the same luck.  Just as her pot was starting to
bubble, a loud bang issued forth, and a cloud of rainbow smoke belched out of
the pot.


            Prof.
Stott was over in a hurry.  "Oh, dear!  You've created something
entirely different!  How did you create giggle potion with just these
three ingredients?"


            "I,
I don't know, Professor," Gwen said shyly.


            "Is
this a new cauldron?"


            "No,
ma'am.  It was my grandmother's.  She wanted me to use it."


            "And
did you magically clean it before bringing it here?"


            "Well,
I washed it, but..."


            "Ah,
I see.  Well, that would explain it, then.  Your grandmother either
forgot, or was playing a prank on you.  Bring it up to the front, and I'll
clean it up for you.  Everyone else carry on."


            Gwen
looked abashed, but followed the teacher, carrying her cauldron, which was now
making giggling noises as well as emitting a trail of rainbow smoke.


            Jim
leaned over and said, "You think I could get the teacher to clean my
cauldron for me?"


            David
rolled his eyes and focused on his work.


-----


            "Forget
about it, Gwen.  Everyone's going to screw up sooner or later."


            "But
I screwed up on the simplest potion we're ever going to make!"


            "With
a little help from your grandmother," David reminded her.


            "And
she and I are going to have a good talk!  She did that on purpose!"


            David
tried not to laugh at her as they walked into the lunch room.


-----


            "All
right, class.  Today, we are going to attempt our first, very simple,
metamorphosis spell.  We are going to take a red block - you should all
have one in front of you - and change it into a blue block.  I know this
seems trivial, but you must walk before you can crawl... er, reverse
that."


            The
class laughed dutifully at her.


            "Now,
the spell you are to use, and this spell does require a wand, is cultum
azulai.  Now, when you are saying the spell, you must hold your wand
like this, over the object, and point slightly downward, toward it, and move
your hand in a flat circle over the object, like so."  She
demonstrated with her own block, and it quickly shifted colors from red to
blue.  "Now, you try."


            David
pulled out his wand, pointed it at the block, and while running his hand in a
circle, he said, "Cultim azulai."  Nothing happened.


            Gwen
whispered, "You pronounced it wrong."


            "Which
part?"


            "It's
cult-UM, not cult-IM."


            "Oops. 
At least I didn't turn it into a flying spaghetti monster..."


            Gwen
cocked an eyebrow at him.


            "Earth
joke."


            She
rolled her eyes, and went back to her block.


            David
tried again.  "Cultum azulai!" he was moving his hand in a fast
circle, and all of a sudden, the block changed to blue... and then to green,
and then to red again, and then orange, and then a rainbow of hues started to
wash over it.


            "Um,
Professor Fibblebitz, I think I have a problem..." David called out. 
Those members of the class who could see David's cube laughed.  The
professor came over quickly.


            "Whoops,"
she said with a grin at David.  "You used a little too much
oomph."


            "How
do I get it to stop?"


            "Point
at it with your wand and say, sternly, 'zurukken'."


            David
pointed his wand and commanded, "Zurukken!"


            The
cube immediately shifted back to red, and shuddered a little, as if in fear.


            "Be
careful with your wand, Mr. Stroud," the professor said.  "Yours
commands a lot of power.  Be gentle in your motions."


            "Yes,
ma'am," David said.


            "Go
on, try it again."


            While
the teacher watched, David moved his hand in a slow circle above the cube,
pointing down at it.  He intoned, "Cultum azulai."


            This
time, the cube shifted smoothly from red to a deep blue.


            "Very
good!" Prof. Fibblebitz enthused.  She moved away, to check on some
other students.  Gwen leaned over.


            "Gotta
watch that wand of yours, David.  It's gonna get you into trouble if
you're not careful."


            Don't
I know it.


-----


            David
had spent his afternoon studying, and was now on his way to History
class.  None of his friends had this class, and so he was walking alone up
the stairs to the castle.


            "Hello!"
a voice said brightly.  David turned to see Flo, the girl from the museum
tour.


            "Well,
hi," he said.  "So you really are in our class."


            "Yeppers! 
I love history."


            "Who's
your friend?" David asked.  There was a squirrel sitting on her shoulder,
munching on a cashew.


            "This
is Pickles!  Say hi, Pickles!"


            The
squirrel looked up at David and chittered, then went back to eating his food.


            "Where's
your familiar?" Flo asked.


            "Back
in my room."


            "You
didn't bring him with you?"


            "No...
well, I mean, I haven't seen many people bringing their familiars to
class."


            "I
don't go anywhere without Pickles!"  Flo reached up and scratched the
squirrel's head.


            "Except
on museum tours," David teased.


            She
frowned.  "They won't let me bring him in there.  Just because
he tried to eat an exhibit once!"


            David
laughed, and they continued their walk up to the castle together.


-----


            "How
was your day?" Jailla asked David as they were sitting in David's dorm
room together.  The others were off somewhere.


            "Confusing,
yet interesting."


            "A
good combination," Jailla said.


            "Jailla...
do you want to come to my classes with me?"


            "I
assumed you'd rather I didn't."


            "No,
I mean... it doesn't seem like most other students bring their familiars, which
is the only reason I didn't bring you.  If you actually want to
come..."


            "It
would be preferable to sitting in here all day long."


            "Okay. 
I'll start taking you with me, then."


            Jailla
stretched out his wings into a heart shape, and then ducked his head in thanks.


 


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            


            "Good
morning.  Oh, good morning, Jailla," Olissa said at breakfast. 
Jailla stretched in response, then returned to eating a piece of fruit David
had given him.


            "Good
morning," David replied quietly.  "How are you today?"


            "Okay,
I guess.  I think I'm going to go over to housing and see if I can get a
new assignment.  I just don't think I can take any more of those
two."


            "Why
are they such pains?" David asked.


            "Are
you asking what they do, or why they do it?"


            "Why,"
he replied.


            Olissa
frowned.  "I'm pretty sure it's because I'm poor.  They both
come from wealthy families."  She looked very upset, and so David
reached over and put his hand on her arm.  She looked up at him.


            "It
doesn't matter, you know."


            She
smiled at him weakly.  "Thanks.  Anyway, I really just think I
want to get away from them."


            "When
will you go to housing?"


            "Probably
between classes today."


            "Want
me to go with?"


            "Sure."


            Conversation
lapsed for a little while, then Olissa asked, "How come you've got Jailla
with you today?"


            "I'm
taking him to class.  He was getting bored sitting in the room all the
time."


            Olissa
nodded.  "I wish I could trust Bispy enough to take him with
me."


            "I
can imagine he might be a handful."


            "You've
got no idea."


            "But
then, you would have your own fire pit for potions class!" David replied
with a grin.


            Olissa
smiled, but shook her head.  "He's not a fire-breather yet.  Too
young.  He can make a few sparks, but that's about it."


            "Oh. 
How old is he?"


            "Twelve."


            "Twelve? 
Damn.  How long will he live?"


            "A
lot longer than I will.  He won't even be full grown for another forty
years."


            "So...
do you, like, pass him down from generation to generation?"


            Olissa
shook her head as she took a bite of her grapefruit.  "A familiar
will only ever have one wizard.  When I die, Bispy will be freed.  If
I have treated him well, he will present the family with a dragon egg.  To
replace him, so to speak.  But dragon eggs take twenty years or so to
hatch.  Basically, a dragon-owning family gets a new dragon every
century."


            "Wow. 
How did you get him?"


            "My
grandmother did a favor for a dragon once.  She saved its life.  It
presented the egg in repayment."


            "If
dragons are sentient, why do they become familiars at all?"


            "Ahhh,
that is one of the mysteries of dragons.  No one really knows why. 
Some people think it's so that dragons can guide or manipulate man. 
Others think that dragons are just here to look after us, and this is how they
do it.  But the dragons won't tell us."


            "Sneaky
bastards, ain't they?" David replied with a grin.


            "Yeah."


-----


            "All
right, class.  Today, we are going to focus on basic wand
maintenance.  While it might seem that your wand can just be stuffed away
in your coat and forgotten about when not in use, you will find that if you
don't take care of it properly, it will become unfocused and your spells may
begin to go astray.


            "Some
of you, like Mr. Stroud here, need to be especially careful, as you have more
powerful wands, and they can actually backfire on you if not well cared-for. 
There is much to learn about keeping your wand in top spelling condition, but
today we'll just cover a few, very basic, things you can do.  These will
mainly concern themselves with the physical body of the wand, rather than its
magical essence.


            "Now,
please open your books to page 27, and we'll review the procedures for
polishing your wand."


            There
were several snickers from the room.  Coach Hall pretended to ignore them
all.  Olissa giggled, and looked at David.


            David
grinned at her, and then he whispered, "I've always preferred to get a
girl to do that for me."


            Olissa
had to stifle an outright laugh, lest the teacher get angry with her.


            After
a prolonged beat, during which he was allowing the students to get their
sniggering out of the way, Coach Hall began his lecture.


 


-----


            "Okay,
class, today we are going to learn a simple, but very practical charm.  It
requires the use of your wand, so wands out..."


            David
nudged Olissa, who was still looking dreamily at the teacher.  She jolted,
and then pulled out her wand.


            "Okay,
what we're going to learn today is to create a light at the tip of your
wand.  In fact, we will learn two spells, as they are very closely
related.  The first spell is," the professor held his wand in front
of him and stated clearly, "lux."  An extremely faint
ball of light appeared at the tip of his wand.


            "I
know this isn't terribly impressive here in a bright room, but at night, in the
dark, this would be enough to read by.  If you speak more forcefully,
however, the light will brighten somewhat.  "Lux!" he
said, and the ball doubled in brightness.  "This is about as bright
as you can get lux to go.  Now, I want you all to try it.  Hold the
wand in front of you, and speak clearly to it.


            David
held up his wand and said, "Lux."  A dim ball of light danced on
the tip of his wand.  He said more clearly, "Lux," and the ball
brightened.  He didn't want to push his luck with anything more. 
Olissa, likewise, had gotten this simple spell to work.


            "Now,"
the teacher said, "there is a second charm, closely related to lux. 
It is lux lucis.  It produces a much brighter light, for when you
must see a distance in the dark.  It is best to hold your wand above your
head when you perform this spell, so you are not blinded."  Prof. Phillips
held up his wand and intoned with force, "Lux lucis!" 
Instantly, a dazzling ball of light shone from the tip of his wand. 
"Now, you all try it.  One per table at a time, please, or it will
become unbearably bright in here."


            "You
go first," David said.  Olissa nodded, and held her wand up. 
She said the spell, and her wand lit up brightly.  "Cool," David
said to her.


            Olissa
said to the teacher, "How do we make it go away, Professor?"


            Prof.
Phillips said, "Any continuing charm that you have cast can be terminated
with the simple charm, 'peractus.'  Please try it now."


            Olissa
said, "Peractus!" and her light was immediately extinguished.


            "Professor,
will that work on other people's charms?" another student asked.


            "No. 
It is strictly to end your own.  There are other charms designed to end
charms cast by other people, but that's not a lesson for today, as it is very
complicated and depends on the charm they've cast, among other things. 
Now, continue with lux lucis, please."


            Olissa
said, "Your turn."


            David
cautiously held up his wand and said quietly, "Lux lucis."


            Nothing
happened.


            Prof.
Phillips was nearby.  "Come now, man!  You've got to mean it!"


            "Yes
sir.  I'm trying to keep my wand under control."


            Prof.
Phillips waved his hand.  "Bah!  Let 'er rip!"


            David
looked at Olissa, and back at the teacher.  "Okay..." 
David held his wand up again and shouted, "LUX LUCIS!"


            The
ball of light that emanated from David's wand was so bright it overpowered
every other lux lucis in the room.  One girl, who was too close and
looking right at it, actually passed out from the neural shock.  Luckily,
her partner grabbed her and set her gently on the floor.


            "Peractus!"
David said quickly, squinting his eyes.  Immediately, the light
evaporated, and the room was cast into relative darkness.


            "See
what I mean, Professor?  I'm having difficulties getting it at just the
right level."


            "Yes,"
Prof. Phillips replied, wiping his eyes with a handkerchief.  "I can
see what you mean.  Or, I used to be able to see, anyway," he said
with a chuckle.  "You'll really need to work to get this under
control.  And, Mr. Stroud, one thing."


            "Yes,
sir?"


            "Peractus,
peractus, peractus!"  Prof. Phillips chuckled as he walked away to
check on the unconscious girl.


            David
looked at Olissa and rolled his eyes.  She giggled.


-----


            "Oh,
cheer up.  You'll get it," Olissa said as they left the class. 
David had not managed to produce an appropriate lux lucis yet.  They were
all either horribly weak, or sunshine-bright.


            "I'm
not so sure.  I simply can't find a middle ground.  Maybe I need to
go talk to Mr. Wormwood."


            "You
think your wand is defective?" Olissa asked incredulously.


            "Well,
I suppose that's possible, but no.  I just think he might have some
advice.  He made the thing, after all."


            "Oh. 
Yeah, that's possible.  You gonna go now?"


            David
considered.  It would mean locating Sarah and going down to the town.


            "Nah,
not today.  I'll keep trying for a little while on my own."


            "Okay. 
I've gotta run.  I've got class.  See ya!"


            David
grumbled to himself until Jailla said, "I think you're focusing too
hard."


            "What?"


            "You're
putting too much concentration into it.  The wand focuses your
magic.  You are, perhaps, feeding it too much."


            "Oh. 
I didn't know that."


            Jailla
shrugged and said nothing further.


-----


            "Good
evening.  It seems as though we have lost a few members of our
group.  Either that, or they are lost within the castle walls, never to be
seen again."


            This
was clearly intended to be humor on Prof. Edgars' part.  It failed
miserably.


            The
professor was right about losing people, though.  The class was less than
half the size it had been last time.  David and the other girl who was
actually interested in the class were now the only two in the front row. 
David decided to sit a little closer to center this time.


            "So,
tonight, we will begin our studies in ghost communication skills," the
professor said.  "Before one can talk with a ghost, one must first
find the ghost, and have them appear to you.  Now, who has read the chapter
on announcing oneself to a ghost?  Amanda?" he asked, looking at the
other interested girl.  She blushed.


            "I'm
sorry, Professor.  I just didn't have time to read the chapter.  I
was trying to find something in the library, and lost track of time."


            Prof.
Edgars frowned, but didn't say anything.  "Has anyone read the
chapter?"


            A
few hands went up, including David's.


            "Ah,
Mr. Stroud.  Did you comprehend what you read?"


            "I
think so.  But I'm pretty sure I don't remember all of it, sir. 
There was a lot to cover."


            "True
enough.  We'll keep tonight's experiment simple.  I want you to call
into being any spirit present."


            "What
if they don't want to come, sir?" David asked.


            "Oh,
so you did read the chapter.  Yes, you're quite right.  If
they don't wish to show up, they won't.  However, I spoke to several of
them, and they agreed to help out, so I think that we should be able to get
someone to show up tonight.  Go on."


            "In
here, sir?"


            "Why
wouldn't you do it in here?" the teacher asked.


            One
of the other students raised his hand.  When the professor acknowledged
him, he said, "They tend to not like appearing in small spaces that
contain many people."


            "Very
good," the teacher said.  "Where, then?"


            "The
hallway would be a much better option.  It's large and empty, and the
eight or so of us won't crowd it." David replied.


            "Very
well.  Let us all adjourn to the hallway, please."


            The
entire class moved out into the hallway, and Prof. Edgars motioned David to
begin.  David walked a few paces away from the group, and cleared his
throat.


            "Hello,"
he said into the empty air.  "My name is David Stroud.  I am a
student here at the Woodward Academy.  I am here with my classmates, and
Professor Edgars.  We would ask that any spirit present here please come out
and show themselves to us.  We would like to chat, if you have the
time."


            David
turned and looked at the professor.  Prof. Edgars said, "Well
done.  Now we'll just have to see if it gets a result."


            Sure
enough, after almost a minute, three ghosts appeared before them.  Despite
being here for exactly this purpose, two students gasped on seeing them. 
Prof. Edgars scowled at both of them.


            David
said, "Hello.  Thank you for coming to visit with us.  May I ask
who you are?"


            Each
of the ghosts identified themselves, not that it meant anything at all to
David.  The class started to push forward, but David, remembering one more
thing that he'd read, said quickly, "Professor, they don't like to be
crowded, do they?"


            "No,
they don't.  Everyone step back, and give them room."


            "Thank
you," the ghost on the right said to David.  David nodded.


            "Would
you like to join us in our classroom?" David asked.


            "I
would," the lady ghost said.


            "I
cannot.  I have something I must do," said the second, who walked off
before vanishing slowly in the distance.


            "No,"
replied the third, and vanished abruptly.  David turned to the teacher,
stricken.


            "Professor?"


            Prof.
Edgars shrugged.  "Some ghosts don't like to socialize." 
To the remaining ghost, he said, "Madame Barbonne, thank you for joining
us.  Our class is this way."


            For
the rest of class, what they really got was a minor, and very personal, history
lesson, as they simply had a chat with the late Madame Barbonne.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            


            "Hey,
David," Jim said, sticking his head in the dorm room doorway, "Steve
and I are gonna go down to Gorumshead.  You want to come?"


            David
thought about it briefly, but wasn't ready to explain why he'd have to go find
Sarah.  Besides, it was probably her day off, or something, as it was a
Saturday.  "Nah, that's all right.  I've got some studying to
do."


            At
just that moment, Olissa showed up behind Jim, and tapped him on the shoulder
so that she could get past him.  Jim grinned and said to David, "Oh,
I see.  Yes, well... study hard."  He walked away
laughing.


            Olissa
came in the room, accompanied by Bispy.  Bispy jumped up onto David's bed,
rolled himself into a ball, spread his wings over himself, and fell
asleep.  Olissa looked at him in astonishment.


            "Well,
just make yourself at home, why don't you?" she asked the sleeping dragon.


            David
laughed.  "Hey.  What can I do for you today?"


            "Well,
I was going to ask for your help with something, but if you have to
study..."


            David
waved it off.  "I can study later.  What do you need help
with?"


            "Earth
Studies."


            "Olissa...
you live there!"


            She
managed to show her blush despite her dark skin.  "I know, but I live
in rural Louisiana.  A lot of this stuff doesn't make a whole lot of sense
to me.  Can you help me with it?  Please?"


            "Of
course I'll help you with it.  Like I wouldn't."  He rolled his
eyes at her.  "Close the door, though.  They're gonna get rowdy
in about an hour."


            "Why?"


            "Some
kind of race or other.  I didn't catch all the details, only a time and a
place."


            "Oh." 
She went over and shut the door, and then sat down beside him at the
desk.  "I appreciate your help," she said.


            "No
problem.  After we're done with yours, maybe you can help me study for
mine."


            "It's
a deal."


-----


            "Geez,
it's late.  We'd better hurry, or we're going to miss dinner!" Olissa
said as they were finishing up with her Earth Studies work.  She
frowned.  "I'm sorry I took so much of your time.  We didn't
even get to your homework."


            David
waved it off.  "Don't worry about it.  Jailla, you want to come
to dinner with us?"


            Jailla,
who was sitting on top of his cage, winged his way quickly to David's shoulder.


            "I'll
take that as a yes."


            "Come
on, Bispy," Olissa said.  Bispy unfurled himself and hopped off the
bed, snorting as he woke up.  They left the room and headed for Byron
Hall.


            As
they were walking, David asked, "Do you remember me asking you last week
about how dragons end up as familiars?"


            "Yeah."


            "I
realized my question was insulting to Jailla."


            Jailla
cocked his head at David.  This was news to him.  Olissa said,
"How so?"


            "Well,
my question was why dragons allow themselves to be familiars, if they're
sentient.  Well, Jailla's sentient, too.  Why do familiars allow
themselves to be placed, essentially, in captivity?"


            Jailla
squawked at the thought of it.


            "What?"
David asked.


            "I
think he's probably upset that you think you're holding him captive."


            "Well,
I mean... obviously, he can get away if he wants to.  That's kind of my
point."


            "Familiars
are magical creatures, born out of magic.  Unlike wizards, who are magical
beings who grow into magic.  Any human couple has the ability to make a
wizard.  Only magic can make a familiar.  As such, the magic controls
them to an extent.  Familiars allow themselves to be... 'collected', and
then bond themselves to a wizard, because that is their magical nature."


            "So,
they don't really have a choice in the matter."


            "You
make it sound worse than it is.  Their nature is such to choose what they
have become.  Much like the fairy creatures, who help man because it is
simply in their nature to do so.  It's not that man has enslaved them, it
is simply that they are helpful by choice.  They could choose to not be
helpful... and some fairies have.  Even some familiars have deserted their
wizards.  It's rare, but it does happen."


            Jailla
ruffled his feathers in dismay at the idea of a familiar deserting his wizard.


            "It's
hard for me to understand," David admitted.


            "Well,
realize that Jailla, or any familiar, gets some benefit from being with their
wizard.  They are cared for, fed, kept warm, and kept safe. 
Familiars live much longer lives than their wild cousins.  Jailla is
likely to live to be thirty years old.  A wild jay would be very lucky to
make it to ten."


            "Yeah,
but thirty years of being stuck in a house, sitting on a perch, versus ten of
being free, sitting in trees and soaring through the air..."


            "You're
such a human," Jailla said with a laugh.


            "What's
that supposed to mean?" David demanded.


            Jailla
flew off, toward Byron Hall.  David looked at Olissa.


            "What'd
he say?" she asked.


            "He
said I was such a human, and then laughed at me."


            "He's
trying to remind you that birds don't think quite that way.  Flying is
fun, I suppose, but sitting in a tree is no more comfortable than sitting on a
perch.  And not having to stress over finding dinner every day is probably
worth losing a bit of freedom.  Still, you should probably let him fly
loose now and then.  He'll always come back to you."


            To
prove the point, they saw Jailla sitting in a tree in front of Byron Hall. 
He flew back to David as they approached, and they all went in to eat dinner
together.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            Classes
had settled into a routine.  This was something for which David was
grateful; it allowed him to become acclimated and find a method for his
studying.  He found almost all of his subjects fascinating, and he worked
diligently to understand all of them.


            This
was more problematic in some classes than others.  He was still having
trouble learning to control his wand, and so Charms and Hexes was often an
'interesting' experience.


            He
was also worried, today, about his Metamorphosis class.  Today they would
be doing morphs on each other, and he was gravely concerned about what he might
do to another student.


            "Okay,
class, let's settle down," Prof. Fibblebitz called out.  The class
quieted as she walked up to the front of the room.  "Today, we tackle
a task both hard, and easy.  Hard, because it involves the changing of a
person.  Easy, because we're only asking for a teensy small change.


            "I
want you to pair off.  Today, we are going to give each other a reverse
hair cut.  That is, we're going to make our hair longer.  In your
mind, I want you to imagine your partner's hair about six inches longer, wave
your wand like thus, and intone, megalwyn mallia.  Go on, take
turns, now."


            David
turned to his partner.  "You want to go first?"


            His
partner, named Simon, said, "No, you can."


            David
took his wand out, closed his eyes to get a good picture in his head, and then
opened his eyes again.  He waved his wand, and said the charm.  For
once, the spell appeared to actually work as advertised.  Simon's hair
grew a bit more than six inches, but it matched the image David had in his
head.  It now reached past Simon's shoulders.


            "Cool,"
David said.


            "Very
well done, Mr. Stroud," Prof. Fibblebitz said as she passed by.


            "Professor,"
Simon asked, stopping her.


            "Yes?"


            "Do
we have to learn a new spell for every single transformation?  What if we
wanted to change someone's entire appearance?  Would we have to utter two
dozen spells to do it?"


            "These
more specific spells help for when you are trying to make only one
change.  It prevents your mental image from doing more than
intended.  However, when you become more practiced at metamorphosis, there
are, in fact, more generalized spells.  Remember, a lot of magic is
intent, so no, you would not need to do so many spells... although it would be
safer than using a generalized morph charm on someone."


            Simon
nodded, and the teacher moved on.


            "I
guess it's my turn to do you, huh?  Could you give me back my normal hair,
first?"


            "Zurukken!"
David said, and Simon felt his hair shorten.


            "Thanks. 
Now then..."  Simon pointed his wand at David, waved it, and said,
"megalwyn mallia!"


            Suddenly,
David felt pain surge all over his body.  He doubled over, and as the pain
reached a peak, he passed out.


            As
he lost consciousness, David faded from his solid form into his visible ghost
form.  Simon jumped back, aghast at what he thought he'd done.


            "Professor!"
he shouted.  Prof. Fibblebitz hurried over.


            "Oh,
dear," she replied.  "Don't touch him."  She walked
out into the corridor, and incanted a spell, which helped her locate the
nearest ghost.  It happened to be Madame Barbonne.


            "Madame,
I will need the help of two ghosts.  Can you and another help me?"


            "But
of course, Professor," the ghost said.  Another ghost soon appeared
at her side, and Prof. Fibblebitz led them back into the classroom, over to
David's prone form.


            "Can
you take him up to the castle?  I need to inform Dean Lengel."


            "Certainly,"
the other ghost said.  He lifted David's body over his shoulder, and then
the ghosts faded out.


            "Class
is dismissed for the day," Prof. Fibblebitz said.  To Simon, she
said, "Don't worry, this wasn't your fault."


-----


            David
rose to wakefulness very slowly.  His head was swimming, and he couldn't
focus for a long time after opening his eyes.


            Finally,
his head started to clear.  He realized that the soft pillow his head was
resting on was actually a lady's lap.  She was stroking his hair gently as
he slept.  He smiled at her, and then struggled to sit up.  She
helped him into a sitting position.


            "Where
am I?" he asked, looking around the room, but not recognizing it.  It
was dimly lit; the light from the window showed it to be twilight. 
Whether evening or the next morning, David couldn't say.  He was sitting
on a bench, in a room full of chairs and couches.  It looked rather
formal.


            "You
are in the sitting room."


            "Aptly
named," he replied, rubbing his temple, "as it seems to be all you
can do in here.  Could you be more... um... well, that doesn't really
answer my question."


            "Ah. 
You are in Woodward Castle.  Madame Barbonne and Geoffrey Watkins brought
you here after your little incident."            


            "I
assume Geoffrey Watkins is also a ghost?"


            "Yes."


            "So...
who are you?" he asked.  She was quite pretty, for a ghost.


            "I
am Madame Penelope Cultivar Milstrand, late wife of Lord Benjamin Milstrand,
governor of Galibairn.  You, however, may call me Penny."


            David
smiled.  "That was an awfully long introduction for someone who wants
me to call her Penny."


            Penny
smiled back.  "First impressions are important."


            David
nodded.  "I'm afraid I didn't make a very good one.  Arriving
unconscious is not my best entrance."


            Penny
shook her head.  "It wasn't the first time I'd seen you, anyway. 
I saw you the day that Madame Lengel brought you here alone."


            "I
didn't see you."


            "I
didn't want you to."


            "Oh. 
Well, that explains it.  Not to get sidetracked from the pleasant chat,
but... what the heck happened to me?"


            "You
were morphed.  Or, more precisely, someone attempted to morph you."


            "And
this causes unconsciousness and splitting headaches... how?" David asked.


            "Because
you are a demighost.  Your form is permanently locked.  You cannot
age, you cannot gain or lose weight, and you cannot be morphed, either by your
own hand, or that of others."


            "If
they know that, then why in the world..." he started.


            "I
doubt they were aware of this limitation of demighosts.  There are so few
of you, information isn't widespread about your weaknesses."


            "Why
do you seem to know so much about me, then?"


            "I
have been educating myself.  Jacob says hello."


            "Jacob? 
Oh, are you to be our go-between?"


            "Among
other things.  I have been asked to act as your ghost advisor."


            "My
what?"


            "I
will help you understand your dead side," she said with a smirk. 
"The part of you that will act differently from that of other
wizards."


            "Oh. 
I know this is probably an impolite question, but... how long have you been
dead?"


            "Not
all that impolite, and I don't mind, anyway.  I died three years before
you were born."


            "So
you haven't been dead for very long... uh, relatively speaking."


            "No. 
They thought that perhaps it would be best if your advisor could still remember
what being alive was like."


            "Oh. 
Do you... miss it?"


            "From
time to time.  I miss my husband, but he chose to remarry after I died,
and so I am no longer in his heart."


            David
put his hand on her arm.  "I'm sorry."


            She
smiled her thanks at him.  Changing the subject, she said, "Anyway, I
must tell you that, if anyone tries to morph you again, you will be forced into
your ethereal form until the next sunrise.  The pain you experienced this
time will probably lessen each time this happens, although it will always be uncomfortable."


            "What
about fading isn't?" David asked.


            Penny
smiled at him.


            "I
should also tell you," Penny said, "that Madame Lengel has asked that
you remain here in the castle for a few days, until the furor at the school
settles down."


            "There's
a furor?"


            "Word
of your presence reached parents very quickly.  There are many who are
insisting upon your removal."


            "Shit. 
Oh, sorry..."


            Penny
waved it off as irrelevant.  "The dean has asked me to assure you
that you will not be asked to leave the school."


            "Well,
that's a relief, although I don't know as I like her having to take the heat
for me."


            From
the darkness, a voice said, "That's my job."


            David
rose, too quickly.  He was just as quickly sitting back down. 
"Dean Lengel!" he said.  "Um... excuse me for not getting
up... again..."


            Dean
Lengel appeared out of the darkness and smiled at him.  "Quite all
right, David.  Good evening to you, Madame Penelope."


            "Madame
Emile," Penny said in reply.  "I will leave you two to your
discussion."


            "That's
not necessary," Dean Lengel said.  "This won't be private. 
David, I was kind of hoping we'd have more time before your secret came
out."


            "Yeah,
me, too.  And I would kind of liked to have not had it come out quite so
painfully."


            Dean
Lengel smiled at him.  "Anyway, there is a bit of an uproar, but I
can deal with it.  I will not let you be bullied out of this school for
being different.  As Penelope told you, I would really prefer you not be
seen around the school for a few days, just until things settle down."


            "What
about my classes?  If I miss that much time, I'll fall behind."


            The
dean smiled at him again.  "I'm glad to see that this would bother
you.  I did say that I would prefer you not be seen.  I didn't
say you couldn't go anywhere."


            David
knew exactly what she meant.  "Okay.  I can do that."


            "And
it's only temporary.  I would prefer you spend your nights here at the
castle, rather than in your dorm room, however, until things settle down."


            David
nodded.  "Whatever you say, ma'am."


            "Thank
you.  Now, I'll let you and Madame Penelope get to know each other a
little better, since she will be helping you adjust.  Keep up good
spirits, David.  We can get through this."


            "Yes,
ma'am," David said.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "So
why did you choose to come back to the castle?" David asked Penny.


            "I
had many pleasant memories of this place.  The Academy is a wonderful
place, as well as a marvelous school.  So many friends were made here, and
not a few lovers taken, as well."  Penny blushed at that.  Then,
suddenly, her mood changed.  "Speaking of, you have a visitor."


            "How
do you know that?" they were up in one of the castle's towers.


            Penny
pointed out the window.  They could just see someone coming in the outer
gate.  "No wizard would be here to see us ghosts at this time of
night.  I can only assume she is here to see you."


            "Oh. 
Good point."  The two walked out of the tower, toward the front
entrance.  "Is it okay for her to be here?" David asked as they
moved silently through the corridors.


            "Why
would you ask that?  She is a student at the Academy."


            "Dean
Lengel told me that the ghosts who live here prefer for the living people to
leave them alone."


            "But
she is your friend.  That is different."


            "Am
I really welcome here?  I was warned that I wouldn't be."


            "I
won't say that you don't make a few of our number uncomfortable, but Dean
Lengel's recommendation carries much weight with most of us.  Plus, we've
all been watching you since you arrived.  You may consider this castle
part of your home, as well.  Now, I will leave you to talk with your
friend."


            "Thanks."


            David
faded to complete invisibility, as did Penny, as they separated.  He
walked down into the entrance hall of the castle, to wait for Olissa's arrival.


            The
doors to the castle opened, and Olissa stuck her head inside. 
"David?  David, are you in here?"  Tentatively, she stepped
inside, and the door closed with a loud clack behind her.  


            As
Olissa walked into the hall, David stepped beside her, still invisible.


            She
said, "Shit, what was... how did grandma say that went...?" 
After a moment, she looked up and said, "Hello.  My name is Olissa
Volaire.  If David Stroud is present here, I would like to speak with him,
please."


            David
said, while still invisible, "Prof. Edgars would probably count off for
the short form, but not bad."  He faded to visibility.


            Olissa
jumped at hearing his voice come from nowhere.  When he appeared, she
looked at him accusingly.  "You scared me!"


            He
held out his hands and said, "I'm a ghost.  I'm supposed to."


            Despite
herself, Olissa smiled.  More seriously, she said, "What happened to
you?  The rumor is that you're a demighost."


            "The
rumor is true," David said, frowning.


            "That's
why you're new to magic?"


            "Yep."


            "How
did it happen?"


            "In
the town where I lived, there's another demighost, who is trapped in a
house.  Well, he's trapped in... you know about Haven and all that,
right?"


            "Yes."


            "Okay,
well, then we'll just leave it as he's trapped in the house.  You know
what I mean.  He's trapped there because of a curse.  Apparently, a
second part of the curse is that the first person to die in his presence also
becomes a demighost.


            "Some
of my high school 'buddies' decided to play a prank on me, and the prank
backfired.  I fell through the floor of the house, and was impaled. 
I died there in the house.  Well, okay, as Jacob would insist I say, I
'ceased to live' there in that house, as I am not truly dead."


            "You
look pretty dead to me," she replied.


            "I'll
resume solid form at sunrise," he said.


            "So,
wait... if you have to become a ghost at night, how in the world did you hide
this from everyone in the dorm.  No, wait... you were solid that night at
the stables."


            "I
can normally take whichever form I want."


            "Then
why did you become a ghost in class?"


            "Because
apparently demighosts cannot be morphed.  We were doing a hair growing
charm in Metamorphosis class, and Simon tried to morph me.  That's when I
passed out and they brought me here.  When that happened, I was stuck in
ghost form until the following sunrise."  Which had been the day
before.


            "So,
could you become solid now?  I don't feel entirely comfortable talking to
you this way."


            "Sure. 
Hang on."  David crossed his arms, closed his eyes, and exhaled
sharply.  He slowly faded back into solid form, and then opened his eyes
again.  "Ouch.  They didn't tell me that would hurt more the
first time back."


            "That
hurts?"


            "It's
not comfortable, even normally.  Even if I let it happen when it is
normally supposed to, it's not completely painless.  When I do it at other
times, the crossover is even more painful."


            "Oh. 
I'm sorry."


            "Not
your fault."


            The
two were quiet for a long moment as they walked through the corridors of the
castle.  Finally, Olissa had to say what was on her mind.


            "So
why didn't you tell me?  I thought we were becoming friends."


            "That's
precisely why I didn't tell you.  We were becoming friends.  I
mean, really, how would you have reacted if that first day, I'd mentioned, 'oh,
yeah, I'm a demighost, one of the most loathed human creatures in
Dugerra.'?  Probably wouldn't have gone over well."


            "No,
that wasn't the time... but... later..."


            "You
remember what you said that night in the stables?  About worrying that I
would reject you?"


            "Yeah."


            David
shrugged.  "I was afraid you'd walk away.  I couldn't figure out
when the right time to tell you was.  This is the sort of thing that gets harder
to tell someone the longer you know them... because then they feel like you
were hiding something from them.  Where is the right balance between just blurting
it out to everyone you meet, and waiting much too long to tell your
friends?  I couldn't figure that out."


            "Oh." 
After a long pause, she said, "You were really afraid that I'd reject
you?"


            "Still
am," he admitted.


            Olissa
put her hand on his arm, to make him stop and turn to face her. 
"Let's clear that up right now, then."  She wrapped her arms
around his neck and pulled his face down until she could kiss him.  David
put his hands on her waist, holding her against him, and they remained like that
for a very long moment.  Finally, they came up for air.


            "Does
that relieve your worry?" she asked, echoing what he'd said to her that
night in the stables.


            "Thanks,"
David said sincerely.  He hugged her, and then the two continued their
walk.


            "Did
anyone else know?" Olissa asked.


            "Just
the teachers.  And the ghosts, of course.  And Bispy."


            "You
told Bisperion?" she asked, incredulous.


            "I
didn't tell him.  He knew.  Well, he said he knew I was undead. 
He couldn't figure out which kind of undead I was."


            Olissa
shivered a little at that word.  "That little rat-fink never told
me."


            "He
said he wasn't going to tell you unless it looked like I never was going
to."


            "And
were you ever going to tell me?"


            "Like
I said, I was just trying to figure out when the right time was."


            "Well,
I'll forgive you.  But not him, that little pain in my butt.  Say,
speaking of familiars, where is Jailla?  Who's taking care of him?"


            "He's
here.  He's sleeping in one of the towers, I think."


            "So
will you be living here from now on?"


            "No. 
Dean Lengel asked me to stay here for a few days until things settle
down.  Then I'll go back to the dorm.  Is it really bad?"


            "Yesterday,
there was quite a lot of chaos.  There are dozens of parents coming in to
supposedly take their children out of here if the dean doesn't force you to
leave.  Are you going to?" Olissa asked.


            "Dean
Lengel promised me that she wouldn't make me leave.  As I'm not real keen
on going back to prison, I'm not leaving unless I have no choice."


            "Prison?"
Olissa asked, alarmed.  "What's that about?"


            "Dugerran
law.  No unlicensed use of magic except within a school setting.  I am
magical, now.  Therefore, I cannot be allowed to roam free until I've been
licensed.  If I'm not here at school, I'll be in... the lovely and
spacious Northern Callamandia Criminal Management Facility, open year-round for
your vacationing convenience!" he said, trying to sound like a game-show
announcer.


            Olissa
frowned.  "That's awful."


            "You
don't know the half of it.  I can't leave school grounds without an
escort, or they come and arrest me again."


            "Can
it be anybody?"


            "The
law says it has to be a school employee.  They've assigned me someone,
though I haven't spoken to her since she came to visit me in jail."


            "Who
is it?"


            "Sarah
Charbonneau.  She's a member of the groundskeeping staff."


            "I
don't think I know her."


            "She
tends the flowers."


            "Fairies
tend the flowers," Olissa objected.


            "Yeah,
she said that, too," David said with a smile.  "She directs
the fairies who tend the flowers."


            "Oh." 
They continued their walk for a while, until they'd essentially come full
circle, standing in front of the entrance to the keep.  David waved his
hand at the door, and it opened.


            "How
did you learn to do that?" she asked.


            "Nothing
to learn.  That's how you tell the keep that you want out.  It opens
by itself."  They walked outside and down the lava-stone steps. 
The moon shone brightly down on them, allowing them to see where they were
walking, as there were no fireflies or fires here, other than the magical blue
flames set on either side of the keep entranceway.


            "Thank
you for sticking with me.  I wouldn't have blamed you if you hadn't. 
Being my friend isn't likely to make you very popular."


            "Anyone
who would object to any of my friends isn't someone I want to bother
with."


            David
smiled at her.


            "Will
you be in class tomorrow?" she asked.


            "I
was there today.  You just didn't see me sitting next to you." 
She looked at him accusingly again.  "The dean asked me not to show
myself until things settled down, but she made it clear I could go to
class, as long as I wasn't seen."


            Olissa
nodded, and then stifled a yawn.


            "You
need to go get some sleep," David said.  He walked her across the
courtyard to the gatehouse.  "I'd walk you back to the dorm, but
again, the dean asked me to remain here at night for now."


            "I
understand.  And don't worry; I don't think most of your friends are going
to abandon you just because you're different."  She reached up and
kissed him again, briefly.  "Good night."


            "Good
night."


            After
Olissa had disappeared down the stairs, David turned back toward the
castle.  Penny soon appeared at his side.


            "She
seems very nice."


            "Yeah,
she is."


            "I
sense a potential partner.  I'm sorry, that's really none of my business,"
Penny said.


            "Don't
worry about it.  And no, she's not interested in a relationship, other
than as friends."


            "Friends
are important, too.  Especially close friends."


            "Yeah."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            Dean
Lengel made it known that she would make an announcement the following
day.  Due to the large number of students and parents who had an interest
in what was being said, it was decided to make the announcement in Byron Hall.


            David
had learned of the announcement from Penny, who had heard it from one of the other
ghosts.  He slipped into the cafeteria invisibly.  He wanted to hear
what she had to say.


            Once
it appeared as though all interested parties had gathered, the dean rose from
her seat at the end of one of the tables, and walked to the small raised platform
used for making announcements.


            "Amplivocis,"
she said, and her voice was then perfectly clear to everyone.  "Now,
if we could all settle down, I will make my statement.  I hope that there
will be no need for questions once I am finished, as I doubt I could clearly
hear all of you.  If you really must speak with me about this once we are
through, I will be in my office all this afternoon.


            "Now
then.  The issue at hand is first-year student David Stroud, who you have
all learned is a demighost.  This was something that was known to me upon
his application to the school.  In fact, he did not so much apply to the
Woodward Academy, as we offered entrance to him.


            "David
made no choice to become what he is.  It was a situation thrust upon him,
and I think it would speak horribly ill of us if we were to punish him for a
choice he did not make.  Barring licensure, which requires schooling,
David would spend eternity in a prison cell."


            "Sounds
good to me," one person called out.


            "Really? 
Does it?  How about we throw you in a cell for speaking out of turn? 
At least then you'd actually be guilty of your 'crime' willfully.  This
young man has done nothing since arriving at this school except attend class
and study.  He has faced the usual first-year difficulties of adjusting to
his new talents, and his teachers tell me that he is attentive and respectful
in class.


            "Ultimately,
the fact of the matter is that this revelation changes nothing.  I knew
what David was when he arrived.  I see no reason to change my decision to
educate him.  This is not a subject that is open for debate. 
If the Ministry of Education sees fit to overrule me, they can do so, but it is
the only way that anything is going to change concerning David Stroud's
time here at Woodward.


            "Now,
I know that a great many of you parents have threatened to pull your students
from this school.  I also know that many of you students have implored
your parents to remove you.  To you, I have this to say:


            "I
will blackball the instigator of any such action.  If you, as a student,
are so narrow-minded that you would judge someone based upon their outward
self, rather than their inner being, then you have no business knowing magic,
and I will make sure that you never receive licensure.  If you already
have licensure, I will do everything in my power to see it revoked.


            "To
any parent who would forcibly remove their student from this environment
because of David, I say this:  I have a lot of connections, and a fair
amount of reputation.  I can, and will, make your life difficult if you
insist upon ostracizing someone you know nothing about.  Your attitude is
a perpetuation of bigotry and racism, something I thought we were working to
end, and I will not stand by and watch you pre-judge this young man, whose only
crime was not dying quite completely enough to satisfy you.


            "This
is a wizarding school.  David Stroud is a wizard.  He will remain
here for as long as he wishes.  That is the final word from the
dean of students on that particular issue.  Again, if you wish to discuss
the status of your child, or your own education, then I will be in my office
after lunch.


            "That
is all."


            David
was a bit stunned by the forcefulness of the dean's words.  He had known
that she knew what she was getting into, but he wondered why she would stick
her neck so far out for him.  The mention of the Ministry of Education
meant that there was, in fact, someone who could call her to task for this
position.  Could it cost her her job?


            David
slipped back out of Byron Hall, and made his way to his Potions class.  It
was hard to really learn things when you couldn't perform with everyone else,
but he would at least learn the theory.


            That
is, if he could get his mind to focus, after Dean Lengel's speech.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David's
accident had happened on Monday.  On Friday morning, the dean sent word
that he could move back into his dorm room at his convenience.


            "Thank
you for spending time with me," David said to Penny.  "It kept
me from dwelling on my problem."


            "Time
I have in abundance.  And it gave us a chance to get to know each
other.  If you need anything from me, I'll be around."


            "Hey,
is it possible to... well, locate a ghost?  Like, if I really needed to
talk to you, how would I know where you were?  Here at school, it seems
like the ghosts can be nearly anywhere."


            "Actually,
all of Dugerra, really.  The veil between Dugerra and Haven is thin almost
everywhere, which is why ghosts seem so much more prevalent here.  To
answer your question, there are some methods, but you aren't advanced enough
for them yet.  If you really need me, simply locate any ghost on
campus, and ask them to come find me."


            "Okay. 
Thank you again."


            "It
was my pleasure, David.  Do come talk from time to time.  I want to
keep up with what you're doing.  And so does Jacob."


            "I
will.  See ya!"


            David
left the castle, and walked down the steps.  He had Potions class in
another half-hour, and he wanted to make it there.  He hustled across the
Academy moat, and then nearly sprinted across the terrace.  He was both in
a hurry so he didn't miss class, and trying to avoid any possibly unpleasant
encounters.


            As
he opened the door to his dorm room, David nearly collided with Jim, who was
apparently on his way out to class.


            "David!"
Jim exclaimed in surprise.  "Hey, buddy!  About time you got
back to work."


            "Well,
someone has to keep you from drooling all over Prof. Stott."


            Jim
smirked at him.  "You come for your books?"


            "Yeah."


            "Well,
grab 'em and let's hustle.  I'm running late, and we're getting later by
the second."


            David
grabbed his books, and as he turned, he noticed that the middle of the room was
strangely devoid of any personal items.  As they hurried down the hall, he
asked, "What's up with Steven?"


            "His
parents pulled him out of here," Jim said, frowning.  "He was
not at all upset to go.  When he found out you were a demighost, he had
some very unkind things to say.  I nearly had to punch him."


            "You're
okay with me being a demighost?" David asked once they were on the
floating rock up to the terrace level.


            "Hell,
yeah.  Can you imagine the kind of shit we can get away with?"


            David
rolled his eyes.  Jim was always looking for something fun to do.


            Once
on the terrace, they walked very quickly to Alton Hall.  They arrived in
plenty of time, in fact, which was just fine with David.  He would
probably need to find a new place to sit.


            "David!"
Gwen called out, waving, as soon as she saw him.  David sighed in relief
and smiled back at her.  As he made it to their table, she reached over
and gave him a big hug.


            "Welcome
back," she said.


            "Thanks. 
I was afraid you wouldn't want to talk to me anymore."


            Gwen
snorted.  "For this?  Shit, when I told my mom, she was like,
'So what?'"  I'm pretty much the same way.  You've already
proved to me you're a good guy."


            "Thanks. 
I also worried you'd be mad at me for not telling you.  Damn if Olissa
wasn't."


            "Nah. 
I know why you didn't.  Who's Olissa?"


            "Friend
of mine."


            "Oh. 
How come we haven't met?"


            "Scheduling,
mostly.  She has TEM right now, and it runs into when we usually eat
lunch."  TEM, meaning Theory of Elemental Manipulation, was a class
that David wasn't taking, and wasn't really sure what it was.


            "Oh. 
Wait, what did you say her name was?"


            "Olissa. 
Olissa Volaire"


            "I
think I might have MagEc with her.  I seem to remember that name, but I
don't know who it goes with."


            "She's
a black girl, a bit heavy."


            Gwen
nodded.  "Yeah, I've seen her.  I might have to introduce
myself.  Unless, that is, she isn't your friend anymore..."


            David
shook his head.  "She was okay with me being a demighost.  She
just didn't like the fact that I hadn't told her about it."


            Gwen
nodded.  "I guess I can understand that."


            Just
then, one of the other students in the class turned and said, "Hey,
where's your shroud, Stroud?"


            David
rolled his eyes at the lame joke.


            "Fuck
off," Gwen said for him.


            "Ooh,
big man has to have a girl fight his battles for him."


            "Well,"
David said, nudging Gwen so she'd know he was kidding, "I figured she was
about your speed."


            The
boy sputtered, and Gwen laughed at him.  Just then, the teacher came in to
get things started, and the boy couldn't continue the verbal joust.


            Finally. 
Let's get back to chemistry...er, I mean potions.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            Gwen
found David in the library on Sunday.  He was studying for his upcoming History
exam.


            "Hey,"
she said, sliding in next to him.  "You want to go grab a bite to
eat?"


            David
looked up in surprise.  He'd not bothered going into the cafeteria since
he'd been outed.  There was little point in keeping up the charade. 
However, he didn't want to be rude to Gwen.


            "I
guess this can wait for a little while," he said, closing the book he'd
been reading.


            "Good. 
C'mon."


            As
they walked out of Lythgoe Hall, where the library was, Gwen said, "I
haven't seen you since Friday.  I usually encounter you somewhere
on the weekend...  Whatcha been up to?"


            "Studying. 
And staying out of the way."


            "Out
of the way?"


            They
were approaching a small knot of students, who saw them coming, and moved to
one side.  "Of them.  And everyone like them."


            As
they passed by, one of the students called out, "You're not our crowd,
Stroud!"


            Another
called out, "No ghouls allowed, Stroud!"


            Sarcastically,
he told Gwen, "At least they know how to rhyme.  Nice of me to have
such a rhymeable last name for them, too."


            Gwen
smiled at him, but then glared at the others.  On the ride down to the
terrace level, she asked, "So, you're going to let them get to you, are
you?"


            David
shrugged.  "It's just easier not to be around people who don't want
you there.  Hell, I was even kicked out of the one club on campus that
focuses on ghost relations."


            "SPIRIT
SIGHT kicked you out?  Why?"


            "They
said that they were interested in inter-death relationships, and as I was
neither alive, nor dead, they had no interest in my position.  Sounds like
bullshit to me, but I'm not going to force my presence on them and their hatred
on me."


            Gwen
sighed.  "I suppose."


            They
made it to the lunch room, and sat down at a table.  The pixie showed up
to ask them for their orders, and they each made a selection.


            Before
their food even arrived, someone sat down next to David.  Gwen was sitting
across from him.


            "Hey,
Olissa," David said.  "Have you two met yet?"


            "Not
formally," Olissa said.  She reached across to shake Gwen's
hand.  "Olissa Volaire."


            Gwen
took her hand and shook it.  "Gwen Hasterscant."


            "From
Dugerra?"


            "How'd
you know?" Gwen asked, puzzled.


            Olissa
just smiled.  Just then, Jim sat down next to Gwen.  "Hey,
guys."  Everyone greeted him.


            David
said, "Why do I sense a setup here?"


            Gwen
said, "Because you're a very suspicious person?"


            "Being
undead will do that to you," David replied.


            After
a minute, another person approached the table where they were sitting. 
The girl approached Gwen, but David recognized her first.  "Hey,
Devyn."


            "Hello,
David.  May I sit with you all?"


            "Sure
thing," Gwen said, patting the seat next to her.  To David, she said,
"I didn't know you knew Devyn."


            "She's
in my History class."


            Devyn
said, "I want you to know that it is shameful, the way the students are
acting toward you.  When you first spoke to me, on our first class day, I
felt that you were somehow different, and that worried me, which is why I didn't
pursue further conversation.  Now that I know how you're different...
well, us outcasts should stick together, don't you think?"


            "Why
are you an outcast?" David asked sincerely.


            "Do
you see any other elves at this school?" she asked reasonably. 
"Elves are normally schooled in magic by their family and their
community.  I was orphaned when I was very young.  My entire
community was wiped out in a war, and I was taken in by a human
orphanage.  No elven community would train me, which is why I am here."


            Gwen
said, "It's idiotic that the elves won't teach you, just because you're
not a member of their village."


            "Elves
can be very clannish," Devyn replied.  "As my clan was
destroyed... they felt it would be best if I just went away.  So I
did."


            "But
why are you an outcast?  Why do the students here dislike you?" David
asked.


            "I'm
not human," Devyn said, as if this was all the explanation that was
needed.


            David
frowned at that.  Neither, technically, was he.


            "I
guess I see your point."


            The
group ate and chatted for a while, until they were interrupted by a small group
of other kids, led by someone that David recognized from his Umbrasocius class.


            "Hey,
Marcus," David said, trying to be friendly.  He didn't care for
Marcus' attitude, but saw no reason to alienate someone who might be a friend
here.


            "You
see that?" Marcus said to the others with him.  "He thinks he
has the right to talk to me!"  Turning to David, he said, "Don't
ever speak to me again, Stroud.  You aren't wanted here.  My father
is going to talk to the Minister of Education today, and you'll be gone by the
end of next week.  Until then, just stay away from all of us!  And
don't you fucking dare come to the festival!"  Marcus looked at those
sitting at the table.  "Bunch of losers.  New wands and
non-humans.  Why do they even let you in here?"


            Gwen
stood up.  She was about an inch taller than Marcus, and used it to her
advantage.  "Look, Markie, my family's been in Dugerra for
about six generations longer than yours has, so you can drop the fucking
attitude."


            Marcus
reddened in anger.  "My name is Marcus!  And anyone who
would associate with this scum is automatically a loser."


            Gwen
slapped him.  Hard.


            As
Marcus put his hand to his cheek, his eyes hardened.  "You'll pay for
that, Hasterscant."  The group walked away, chattering amongst
themselves.


            "What's
his problem?" David asked as Gwen sat back down.


            "The
Savolar family is one of those that believes if you haven't been in Dugerra at
least five hundred years as a family, you aren't worth a damn.  They seem
to overlook the notion that, since Dugerrans have far fewer children than
people from Earth, the population would likely die out if new families weren't
constantly coming in."


            "Dugerrans
have fewer kids?  You said you have four siblings."


            "My
family is an exception.  Every last one of us was conceived in
Earth.  On vacation."


            David
chuckled at that, and the group tried to return to their amicable discussion
for the rest of their lunch.


            As
lunch was wrapping up, Gwen asked, "So, are you coming to the
Festival of Merlin tomorrow?"


            David
looked at her quizzically.  "Tomorrow's a class day.  What's the
Festival of Merlin?"


            "There
are several big festivals throughout the year," Gwen explained. 
"Each covering a different element of Dugerran life.  The last one
was Nagyara, the water festival."


            "I
remember that one," David said with a grimace.


            Gwen
continued, "And this one is the magic festival.  Tomorrow, between
classes, people will be displaying their magical talents for the entertainment
of the crowds.  I think they've even called in a special
entertainment-magic troupe for the feast."


            "Sounds
interesting.  I guess I should go and check it out."


            As
the group was leaving Byron Hall, Olissa asked, "David... I've been
looking for you in there every time I go to eat.  I haven't seen
you.  Have you been starving yourself just to avoid people like
Marcus?"


            David
sighed.  "I can't starve myself."


            Everyone
looked at him quizzically.


            "I
don't need to eat.  I'm not alive.  I only eat to look normal, to
enjoy the taste of food, and to spend time with my friends.  I didn't
really figure I was going to enjoy eating in the current school atmosphere, so
I didn't bother."


            "What
about Jailla, though?" Gwen asked.


            "I
just let him out every day, and he forages for himself.  He understands
that this is all hopefully temporary."


            "Where
is Jailla now?" Olissa asked.


            David
shrugged.  "I let him out to fly while I was at the library. 
He's around here somewhere.  Where's Bispy?"


            "Back
in my room."


            "How
are the new roommates working out?" David asked.  It had taken
several days for Housing to make new arrangements for Olissa.


            "Much
better, thanks for asking."


            Gwen
said, "David, can I get you to help me with Potions?  I'm still
having trouble with this stuff."


            "Sure,
no problem.  It's my one good subject."


            "Shit,
David, you've got more than one," Jim said.  "You're
outstripping me in almost every class.  Well, except for Charms and
Hexes," he said with a chuckle.


            "Oh,
shut up!" David said.  He was still having a lot of trouble
controlling his wand.


            The
group laughed as they all walked back to their dorm.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
and Jim walked to Potions together the next morning.  As they walked, a
group of students threw rocks at them.  The rocks weren't large enough to
injure, but they were sufficient to hurt.


            "Crap!"
Jim snarled.  He picked up one rock and hurled it back at them, but
missed.


            "That's
not going to achieve anything," David said.


            "Are
you immune to pain or something?" Jim asked in frustration.


            "Hardly. 
When I died I spent three days in agony.  Worse, taking medicine for it
doesn't do any good.  But there's little point in playing their game their
way."


            "What
do you mean?" Jim asked, liking the sound of things.


            "While
you were busy cursing them, I was making note of who they were.  There
will come a time of reckoning."


            "Do
I get to help?" Jim asked.


            "I
wouldn't dream of denying you the pleasure," David replied.


            "Goody."


-----


            Jim,
Gwen, and David were all walking to lunch after Potions, and enjoying the
displays of magic that were being performed seemingly at random on the
lawn.  They passed one older student who was producing fireworks bright
enough to see clearly in daylight.  They watched for a moment, but then
moved along.


            There
was a line for the lunch room, which was very strange.  None of them knew
what was going on until they got closer.


            In
front of the doors were a pair of wizards, clearly part of the troupe called in
for the occasion, based on their dress.  As each student would step up to
them, they demanded imperiously to be shown the student's most impressive piece
of magic.


            David
thought this could get awfully dangerous with the advanced students, but he
realized that he didn't often see the advanced students eating in Byron Hall.


            When
it was Jim's turn, he performed a credible lux lucis, which was bright enough
to make people's eyes water.


            "Very
nice," one of the wizards replied.  "If boring.  You may
enter!"


            Jim
walked into the lunch room, and then turned to see how his friends would do.


            Gwen
was next.  She winked at David.  She whispered, "Sigil
signorum verdigris," and then wrote with bright green sparkles, in
mid-air, "Welcome to Woodward!"


            "Very
nice!" the other wizard intoned.  "You may enter!"


            Finally,
it was David's turn.


            "Show
me your most impressive magic!" the wizard demanded.


            David
hesitated.  Lux lucis was his best spell, but...


            "My
most impressive magic?" he asked.


            "Yes,
yes!  Stop stalling!"


            David
looked behind him.  The line was rather long.  But then, they already
knew...


            "Okay...
if you insist..."


            David
took a deep breath, crossed his arms across his chest, closed his eyes, and
exhaled himself into ethereality.  He was completely invisible, as he had
envisioned, so he walked past the two wizards, and then, turning around to face
them, made himself solid again.


            "Impressive
enough?" he asked them.


            "Uh...
yes, yes, quite," said the one, stunned.


            David
turned to his friends, who were both grinning at him.  Others who had
seen, however, were not amused.


-----


            On
the way to Metamorphosis class, David was once again pummeled with small
stones.  A girl walked by, and when she was close enough, she said,
"Saw your little trick in the cafeteria, Stroud.  Maybe you should
join the troupe.  I hear they're looking to start a freak show!"


            Thinking
quickly, David asked, "Oh?  Have they already asked you to
join?  Surely people would pay to see an upright-walking slug..."


            She
snarled at him, and walked away.  Jim laughed at the girl.


            When
they got into Metamorphosis class, David took his usual seat.  Simon
hesitated a long time before sitting next to him.


            "Don't
like me, either, eh?" David said sourly.


            "It's
not that," he said.  "I'm just not sure I want to be in the line
of fire."


            David
sighed.  He couldn't blame the guy for that.


            Jim,
who was sitting behind David, said to Simon, "I'll trade with you. 
I'm already in the crosshairs, no point in spreading the misery."


            "Thanks. 
Sorry, David."


            "Don't
worry about it."  


            Simon's
fears were proven to be justified a few seconds later.  Someone a few rows
away pointed their wand at David and uttered a morph spell.


            David
felt an instant wave of pain and nausea, but he didn't pass out this
time.  He clutched his stomach, and felt his body forcibly fade.  His
head hit his desk, he bent over so hard.  He was woozy, but still
conscious.


            "Mr.
Danforth!" Prof. Fibblebitz raged from the doorway.  "You will
go and speak with Dean Lengel about this little incident!  Nobody, and I
mean nobody, is to be treated with that level of disrespect in my
classroom!"


            "But
he-"


            "He
what?" she cut him off hotly.  "I've been standing here
for long enough to know he wasn't even looking in your direction, let alone
causing you a problem.  Get out!"


            The
student went, looking angrily to where David was sitting.  David was
ignoring him, as he was still in rather a lot of pain.  Prof. Fibblebitz
was soon beside him.


            "Are
you all right, David?  Do you need to go see Healer Hall?"


            "I'll
be okay," he replied.  "And I don't remember a Healer Hall on my
school map, anyway..."


            The
professor chuckled.  "Healer Hall is a who, not a what.  She's
the school nurse."

            "Oh,"
he said with a grimace.  "Nothing she can do for me, anyway.  If
you don't mind, Professor, I'd just as soon stay here and learn the
lesson."


            "Very
well.  If you change your mind, however, don't feel the need to wait for my
permission.  Just go."


            "Yes,
ma'am.  Thank you."


            Jim
said as the woman walked away, "You should have went to see the
nurse.  Maybe she's cute!"


            "Prof.
Fibblebitz said her last name is Hall.  I'm assuming that she's
married to Coach Hall."


            "So?"


            "He's
in his 70's.  How pretty do you think his wife could possibly be?"


            Jim
shuddered.  "Good point.  Are you going to become solid again
soon?"


            "Not
until tomorrow morning.  I can't."


            "Why
not?"


            "It's
what happens when someone tries to morph me.  I get faded to ghost form
until the next sunrise."


            "Well,
that sucks."


            "Tell
me about it.  It isn't exactly comfortable, changing like that,
either."


            "Fuck."


-----


            "Mr.
Stroud," Prof. Gardner intoned, "I understand that the entire school
is now aware of who you are, and being here in the castle, you may feel more
comfortable as a ghost, but in my class, you are to be in solid form."


            "I'm
sorry, Professor, but I cannot change back.  Someone tried to morph me
this afternoon.  I'm stuck like this for a while."


            Prof.
Gardner frowned.  "I see.  Some of your schoolmates haven't
outgrown their childishness yet.  Very well.  From now on, however,
if you cannot arrive in solid form, please don't show up at all."


            "Yes,
sir."


            "Carrying
on..."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
sat down in Byron Hall with Olissa.  He sighed heavily as the pixie popped
into being above him.


            "What's
the matter?" Olissa asked him.  To the pixie, she said, "I'll
have two eggs, scrambled, with bacon and toast."


            The
pixie turned to David.  David said, "Just some tea, chamomile, and
could I please have it hot this time?  With sugar, and... hmmm, I guess an
apple muffin."


            The
pixie nodded, smiled, and popped out of existence.


            David
said, "Nothing is specifically wrong.  I'm just getting a little tired
of the rock-throwing and the name-calling.  I was really hoping this would
blow over."


            Olissa
frowned.  She didn't like to see her friend distraught.  "I wish
I knew what to tell you."


            Jailla,
who had returned to accompanying David, said, "Perhaps it's time for a
little payback?  To let them know that there is a price for your
pain..."


            David
snorted.  To Olissa, he said, "I think Jailla and Jim have been
talking again.  They both think I need to start fighting back."


            Olissa
shook her head.  "That will probably just get you into trouble."


            "Maybe,
but sooner or later, I'm going to have to do something.  I will only put
up with this for just so long."


            "Just
be careful that your own actions don't win the battle for them."


            David
knew what she was saying.  He nodded, but didn't reply.  He was no
longer surprised when his breakfast popped up in front of him, but he was a
little gratified that the pixie had gotten their orders right this time.


            Just
then, someone came up behind David and smacked him on the head.


            "Ow! 
What the fuck!"


            The
someone in question turned out to be Marcus Savolar, once again accompanied by
a small group of his cronies.  "You just can't take a hint, can you,
Stroud?"


            "Go
away, Marcus," Olissa snarled.


            "Mind
your business, new wand," Marcus said.  "I'll deal with you and
your kind just as soon as I've gotten rid of the rotting corpse in our
midst."  Turning back to David, he said, "My dad says that the
Minister of Education will be coming up soon to make a decision on you. 
I'd like to say it was nice knowing you, but I'd have been happier knowing what
the inside of a Grepple looks like."


            "That
can be arranged, Savolar!" Olissa snapped.


            "What,
can't fight your own battle, Stroud?  Got to let the womenfolk do it for
you?"


            David
turned and stood, pulling out his wand.  "Do you really want me to
fight back?  I should warn you that my spells tend to have a bit more kick
than they're intended to...  A simple stunning spell might, oh, say, kill
you..."


            Marcus'
eyes narrowed.  "You don't frighten me, Stroud."


            "That
was your first mistake, you slimy piece of future worm food," David
growled.  "Get away from me, and stay away from me.  I've
had enough of you and your little gang, and if I have to put up with any more
of your shit, you will regret it."


            "Sure,
Stroud, sure," Marcus said derisively.  "Come on, guys, before
the big mean demighost gets us!"  His group walked away, laughing.


            As
he turned around and sat back on the bench, he said, "That is why I
haven't been fighting back already.  It's hard for me to keep my temper in
check once I get started."


            Olissa
nodded.  "Still, he deserved it.  Eat your muffin."


            David
first took a sip of his tea.  It was hot, but sweet, and a bit
soothing.  Then he took a big bite of his muffin.


            As
soon as David swallowed, his stomach began to burn.  He put his hand to
his chest.  "Oh, crap," he said, holding in a burp that tasted
of acid.


            "What's
the matter?" Olissa asked, suddenly in alarm.


            "I
think... something... was in that..."  David turned and puked on the
floor.  Shortly thereafter, he lost his equilibrium, fell off the bench to
the floor, and hit his head, making him woozy.


            Olissa
was up and around the table in a flash.  She looked down at David, and
made a snap decision.  She had no idea where any particular teacher or
aide might be.  She pulled out her mirror, and ran her finger in a circle.


            "Infirmary,"
she said.  Instantly, a face appeared before her.


            "This
is Healer Hall.  How may I help you?"


            "We
have a very sick student in Byron Hall.  He needs help quick!"


            "I
am on my way," the nurse said, and the mirror connection closed.


            David
groaned as he lay there on the floor.  Olissa was highly annoyed that,
though many students were watching, no one else came to his aid.  She said
some very nasty things under her breath about all of them.


            The
nurse and two helpers were there in minutes, and Healer Hall was soon clucking
over her new patient.


            "What
happened to you?" she asked David.


            David
pointed weakly to his breakfast.  "I think someone cursed my
breakfast, or put something in it.  I felt fine until I took a bite of my
muffin."


            "Very
well.  Get him to the infirmary.  I'll grab the offending food. 
Thank you, Miss, for contacting me so quickly."


            "Can
I come with you?  I'm a friend of his."


            "Not
just now.  We need to get him better.  Drop by and check on him
later."


            "Okay."


            David
wondered briefly where Jailla had gone, as they were carrying him on a
stretcher to the infirmary.  The nurse was soon beside him. 
"You're lucky we got to you so soon.  Depending on what this is, the
effects could be quite nasty."


            "You're
Healer Hall?"


            "Yes,
why?"


            "Is
Coach Hall your father?"


            "No,
dear boy," she said with a smile.  "He's my husband." 
Healer Hall looked to be no more than thirty, with long brown hair and green
eyes.  She was trim and had a very nice chest.


            David
lay back and closed his eyes.  That old bastard, David thought with
an internal chuckle.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
recovered from his poisoning, but it was unclear who had actually done the act,
and so no one could be punished for it.  Dean Lengel had stopped by and
apologized for the school, promising to look into it.


            David
knew that was pointless.  The whole thing had been orchestrated in just
such a way that no one would know who did it, except for the people who planned
it.  So long as they kept their mouths shut, the perpetrator was safe.


            David
sighed deeply as he wandered up to the castle.  He was going to History
class.  At least no one had morphed him this day.  Over the last
week, he'd spent two full days as a ghost because people had morphed him at
breakfast.  He wasn't really sure just how much more he could take before
he would snap and lash out at his tormentors, but he knew it was coming
eventually.


            As
he entered the castle, Penny approached him.  This was unusual, as the
ghosts didn't often interact with the students.  Then again, Penny was his
ghost advisor, so he figured she might have something to say to him.


            "Good
evening, Penny," David said.  "How are you tonight?"


            "I
am most aggrieved, David," she replied.


            "What's
the matter?"


            "You
should know better than I do.  It is your mistreatment that has me
annoyed."


            "Oh,
that.  Well, I'm trying to deal as best I can."


            "So
you've said.  But how are you really feeling about it?"


            "Hmm. 
Look, could we discuss this later?  I have to be in class in a couple
minutes."


            "I
am concerned that you're going to do something rash," she admitted.


            "If
I was going to be rash about it, don't you think I'd have already done
it?" he said with a grin.  "Whatever I do, if I choose to do
anything, will be well-thought-out.  I promise."


            Penny
gave him an appraising look, and wasn't sure she liked what she saw. 
"Okay.  But please, try to just let it go.  Any retaliation on
your part is only going to make things worse."


            "I
hear you," he said, unconvinced.


            Penny
knew this, but didn't want to push the matter further.  "Please come
see me on Saturday.  Right now, you should get to class.  Good
evening," she said.


            "Good
evening, Penny," he said to her, and waited for her to walk off. 
Then he hurried to his own class.


            I
wonder what she wants to talk about.


            He'd
find out soon enough, he supposed.


 


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~























	
	
		



    
    
    

Chapter 5: October


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
made his way to the castle courtyard, where he found Penny admiring the statue
of the phoenix.


            "Good
evening, David," she replied.  "Lovely bird, isn't it? 
Wish I'd had one as a familiar."


            David
thought now might be the best time to ask.  "Penny, what's the
difference between a phoenix and a firebird?  I always thought they were
the same thing."


            Penny
chuckled.  "No.  Vastly different animals.  A phoenix is a
magical bird, with a solid body, that, among other things, can carry very heavy
loads and heal wounds.  Phoenixes die in a flash of fire, and are reborn
from the ashes of their own cremation.


            "A
firebird, on the other hand, is an altogether different being.  It's only
called a bird at all because that is the shape it takes.  It is an
elemental being.  Firebirds live in volcanoes, and are entirely composed
of flame.  Anything they touch is scorched or burned, which is why they
live in volcanoes, I imagine.  They are fire elementals, and are not to be
angered or trifled with.  They can sometimes be helpful, but usually it's
best to leave them alone."


            "Is
that why Lord Woodward used it as the icon for the castle?  'Leave me
alone'?"


            "Not
entirely, though it was intended as a warning.  The Woodward family is
said to have had amicable dealings with firebirds in their past, and that on at
least one occasion, a firebird had come to the aid of the family in a time of
dire crisis.  So, the message was, 'Leave us be, or you'll be
sorry.'"


            David
nodded.  After they had moved from the phoenix statue and walked over to
the sphinx statue, he asked, "What was it you wanted to talk to me
about?"


            Penny
sighed.  "I notice that the harassment has not lessened."


            "Nope,"
David agreed.  "I don't really expect that it's going to anytime soon."


            "What
are you planning to do about it?"


            "For
the moment, I'm just trying to make them think it doesn't bother me."


            "Do
you expect that to work?"


            "Not
really.  But until the Minister of Education comes up and makes a final
ruling on things, I need to keep my nose clean."


            "So
you are considering your future."


            "Hey,
I don't want to spend the next few thousand years in prison any more than the
next guy."


            Penny
nodded.  "I wanted you to know that most of the ghosts here in the
castle are behind you."


            "Most?"


            "Some
here are simply contrarian curs who wouldn't support you if you were the king
of the fairies."


            "Ah."


            "But
the rest of us have admired your patience and persistence.  Some people in
your position would have given up, tried to go to a different school."


            "This
problem will just follow me."


            "True,
but not everyone would see that."


            "I
appreciate that the ghosts here are on my side.  It doesn't help with the
problem much, but at least I won't feel like I'm walking alone."


            "You
never were.  You have human friends, as well."


            "I
know.  Olissa, Jim and Gwen are good folks."


            "You
do not count Devyn as a friend?"


            David
squirmed.  "Not quite yet.  I can't get a read on her.  She
almost seems like she is around me for her own ends."


            "Perhaps. 
There was one other thing that some of the others thought you should
know."


            "What's
that?"


            "Should
it ever become necessary that you need to retaliate... within reason...
some of us may be willing to help you."


            "Oh,
really?"  David asked, surprised.


            "But
not me," Penny made clear.  "I think you're making the right
move now, by not acknowledging them."


            "And
if that doesn't work?" he asked.


            "Sooner
or later, it will.  They will grow bored with it, if they don't get any
satisfaction out of it."


            "I'm
not so sure that's true for everyone, Penny.  The majority, perhaps. 
But there are some for whom my removal is a mission, not a diversion. 
Those, I think, will ultimately need more encouragement to stop."


            "So
what you're really doing, then..." Penny started.


            "...is
weeding out the ones I really can ignore.  Yes," he finished for her.


            "I
see."  After another long pause, she said, "you are perhaps
smarter than I gave you credit for.  I apologize."


            "Don't
worry about it.  I don't want to cause Dean Lengel any more trouble, so if
I can get through this by simply ignoring them for a few weeks, I will. 
But, like I said, I don't think that's going to work for everybody."


            Penny
shook her head.  "Probably not.  I wish you luck."


            "Thanks."


            "One
other thing," she said, and turned to face him.  "Halloween is
coming up at the end of the month.  I know that you will probably want to
spend it with your schoolmates.  However, we, that is, the ghosts here in
the castle, wanted to invite you to participate in our Halloween celebration,
called the Night of Haunting."


            "Oh. 
What is that like?"


            "We
spend it playing tricks on the living," she said with a mischievous grin.


            "Sounds
like fun," David replied with a smile.


            "Oh,
it is!  Anyway, if you wish to join us, just come up to the castle at
sundown on Halloween."


            "Okay,
thanks.  I might not spend the whole night, but I will come."


            Penny
nodded.


            "I
need to get back, though.  It's getting late."


            "Good
night, David."


            "Good
night."  He turned and walked off as Penny faded to invisibility.


            So
Halloween for ghosts isn't "trick or treat", it's "trick is a
treat... for us!"  He grinned at the thought of it as he walked
back to his dorm.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "You
wanted to see me, Dean?" David asked.  He had found her in the lunch
room.


            "Yes,
David.  Come, walk with me."  They exited Byron Hall and started
to walk across the grounds.  After they had gotten far enough away from
the building, she began talking.


            "I'm
sure you're aware that many of the parents have strongly objected to your
presence here."


            "So
I've heard."


            "You
need to be aware that some of them have complained directly to the Minister of
Education about this issue."


            "Yeah,
Marcus has already informed me that his father was going to."


            "Marcus..."
the dean paused a moment.  "Savolar?"


            "Yeah."


            "Yes,
his parents do seem to be leading the charge.  Anyway, the minister will
be coming up here next Monday to evaluate the situation... and you."


            "Me? 
I thought my...uh... situation... was already settled.  I mean, I figured
he already knew I was a demighost."


            "He
did.  This is all politics now, David.  I can only hope that he does
the right thing, rather than caving in to bigotry.  I want you to know
you've been one of our better students, at least as far as behavior goes."


            "My
grades that bad, are they?" David asked with a grin.


            "Well,
no, I didn't mean that," she said, embarrassed.  "But in that
respect, you've got some stiff competition."


            "True
enough."


            Just
then, David's head lurched forward as a rock made contact.  The dean
whipped around, but she couldn't see who had thrown it.  She turned back
to see David rubbing his head.


            "I'm
sorry about that.  Would you like me to perform a healing spell on
it?"


            "Don't
waste your energy," David replied.  "It won't work."


            "Why
would you say that?" the dean asked in consternation.


            "One
of the wonderful benefits of being a demighost," David said, "is that
neither healing spells nor potions will work on me.  When I get hurt, I
just have to live with it."


            "That
must truly be awful.  What if you were seriously injured?  Say, if
you lost a limb?"


            "Then
for several days, I would be in an awful lot of pain."


            Just
then, another rock sailed past, just missing David.  They didn't usually
miss him, but he figured they were a bit nervous, throwing rocks toward the
dean of students.  Dean Lengel looked around again, but to no avail.


            "Why
don't you just become a ghost?" she asked.  "Then the rocks
couldn't hit you."


            "Two
reasons.  First, that would just make them angrier, and make me a bigger
target for later, and second, it would mean that the rocks would hit something
or someone else.  If damage has to be done, it should be done to the
intended target.  I'll heal."


            After
a few more paces, Dean Lengel said, "I hear through the grapevine that you
are considering your options for retaliating against your tormenters."


            "Penny
talks too much," David said in oblique response.


            "Sometimes,"
the dean allowed.  "David, you know that I cannot condone any form of
violence or vandalism at the school.  What's happening to you is
abhorrent... but I can't just let you return the favor."


            "I
figured as much," David said calmly.


            "But
you still plan on getting even, don't you?" Dean Lengel observed astutely.


            "Eventually,"
David said.


            The
dean sighed, and then said, "In that case, may I give you the best piece
of advice I have?"


            "I
always welcome advice from those who know more than me," David replied.


            "Don't
get caught."


            David
chuckled.  "Thanks, I'll keep that in mind."


            "I'm
serious.  Don't give the Minister of Education anything to latch on to, to
warrant forcing you to leave."


            "I
don't plan on doing anything before his visit," David assured her.


            "Well,
that's good.  But I'm sure he'll still be harassed by calls, so anything
you get caught doing will get back to him."


            David
nodded.


            "Anyway,
you don't need a lecture from me.  Just be careful in your chosen
actions."


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            "I'll
let you get back to lunch now.  Good day, David."


            "See
ya" he replied.  He hustled back to the cafeteria.  He wasn't
hungry, but he was sure his friends would want to know what the dean had to
say.


            "So
what was that all about?" Jim asked as David sat down.


            David
placed his order with the waiting pixie before he answered Jim.  "She
wanted to let me know that the Minister of Education is coming here to see
what's going on."


            "Will
he override the dean?" Gwen asked.


            "He
might.  Apparently Marcus' father has gotten some of the other parents
together, and they're making a big stink of things for the minister."


            "Did
the dean give you any advice?" Gwen asked.


            "Yeah. 
She told me not to get caught getting even with the bastards who are fucking
with me."


            "Sound
advice," Jim agreed.


            "You
should just ignore them, David," Gwen replied.  "They'll give it
up eventually."


            "Gwen,
do you really think that Marcus and his friends are going to go
away?  I mean, yeah, okay, the rock throwers will probably get bored after
a while, and they might put up with me, but there are some who are going to be
an ongoing problem."


            Gwen
frowned.  "You're right.  I just don't want to see you get in
trouble."


            "Yeah,
well... I'm working on that."


            "Be
careful."


            "Careful
is my middle name."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "If
you don't stop drooling over the professor and start paying attention in class,
you're going to flunk, you know," David told Jim good-naturedly as they
were heading to their Metamorphosis class.


            "Oh,
come on.  You can't tell me you don't think she's hot."


            "Of
course she is, but you aren't going to get anywhere with her, so why
bother?"


            "A
guy can dream, can't he?"


            "He
can, but he shouldn't, if it's going to get him an F."


            "You
just want her for yourself," Jim challenged.


            David
snorted.  "WAY out of my league, Jim."


            Just
then, one of the other students stepped in front of David and shouted some kind
of spell.  As soon as he felt the intense pain, David knew it was a
morphing spell.  As David went through his change, Jim whipped out his wand
and uttered a hex of his own.  The offending student walked away with a
much larger nose.  David, however, was now stuck as a ghost for the rest
of the day.


            "Fuck,"
David said plaintively.  Of all the things that the students did to him,
this was the most annoying.


            "At
least the teachers are cool about it," Jim said, trying to be comforting.


            "Except
Prof. Gardner."


            "What
about him?"


            "He
told me never to show up in class as a ghost."


            "Well,
you can always go invisibly."


            "True,
I suppose."


            "Cheer
up.  It's not that bad.  Come on, or we'll be late for Metamorphosis
class.  Hey, can you still do spells as a ghost?"


            "Yes."


            "Cool."


            As
the two made it into class, Prof. Fibblebitz looked up and saw David.  She
motioned to him, and he went up to see her.


            "Another
undesired morphing spell?" she asked sympathetically.


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            "When
you have a chance, go talk to Prof. Phillips.  I'm sure he has some way
for you to defend yourself against these spells.  How quickly can you
change back and forth on your own?"


            "It
takes a few seconds."


            "So,
not fast enough to avoid the spell by changing yourself."


            "No,
not that fast."


            The
professor sighed.  "I'm sorry, David.  Can you still participate
in class?"


            "I
believe so.  I can still use magic in ghost form."


            "Okay. 
If you have a problem, just let me know."


            "Yes,
ma'am.  And thank you, Professor, for being so helpful."


            The
professor smiled at him.  "You expected all of us to hate you, didn't
you?"


            "Pretty
much."


            "I
decided a long time ago to treat people based on their behavior, rather than
their origin.  You're one of my best students, David.  Try not to let
this all get you down."


            "Thanks. 
I'll try."


            "Go
on, then," she said, and returned to her scroll while David made his way
back to his seat.


            "What
did she want?" Jim asked quietly.


            "Just
making sure I was okay."


            "Nice
of her."


            "Yeah."


            Just
then, the professor rose to begin the class.


-----


            "All
right, everyone, settle down.  I will now call roll," Professor
Gardner said.  None of the students understood why he called the roll
instead of just checking visually as all the other teachers did, but since it
meant that much less time they had to listen to him drone on about history, no
one objected.


            David
was sitting invisibly at the back of the room.  When his name was called
he did not, of course, answer.


            "Stroud?"
the teacher called out again.  After a beat, Prof. Gardner once again
said, "Stroud?"


            Just
then, Flo said, "I think he's sick.  My best friend's boyfriend's
bird was talking with this ferret whose owner is going with this girl who saw David
pass out at the Slyther Inn last night.  I guess it's kinda serious."


            David
had to stifle a laugh.  He wondered how that rumor had gotten
started.


            "Thank
you, Flo," Prof. Gardner said, and then resolutely went on with calling
the roll.


-----


            When
History class ended, David waited for everyone else to file out of the
room.  He approached the Prof. Gardner, and when he was about ten feet
away, he said, "Professor?"


            Prof.
Gardner looked up, and, seeing no one, he looked back and forth. 
"Yes?" he said into the air.


            David
faded into visibility at this point.  "It's me, Professor."


            "Ah,
Stroud.  You missed class.  Is this another enforced-ghosting?"


            "Yes,
sir.  But I was here for class, sir.  I just wanted you to know
that."


            "I
see.  And can you prove to me that you were here for the class?"


            "I
did not pass out at the Slyther Inn last night," David replied.


            Prof.
Gardner grinned.  "Very good.  I hope you understand, Mr.
Stroud, that my concern with your ghost-self is that you are disruptive to my
class.  I insist on a calm atmosphere, so that the students can absorb the
information I'm presenting."


            "Yes,
sir.  My attendance invisibly is okay, then?"


            "Since
no one knows you're here, it's the same thing as if you weren't here, which
means there's no disruption.  However, if you should take the chance to
start playing games..."


            "I
wouldn't do that, Professor."


            "Just
so you know."


            "Thank
you, sir.  Also, do you have a minute to discuss some of the
material?  I had a question, but, obviously, I couldn't ask it in
class..."


            "Go
ahead," the teacher said, sitting back in his chair.


-----


            David
left the professor almost a half-hour after class ended.  As he was
walking through the courtyard, he encountered Penny.


            "Playing
ghost tonight?" she asked him.


            "Hi,
Penny.  I don't have much choice."


            "Another
morph spell?" she inquired, immediately upset.


            "Yeah."


            "Dammit. 
Why can't they learn?"


            "Because,
so far, there's no reason for them to.  There's no consequences for their
actions."


            "You're
planning something."


            "Yes,
I am."


            "David,
if you get into trouble..."


            "Don't
worry, I won't.  What I'm thinking about, there's no way they could ever
figure out it was me."


            Penny
looked at him askance, but then said, "Okay.  But be careful. 
The Minister wouldn't look kindly on any type of misbehavior at this
point."


            "I'm
aware," David assured her.


            "I'm
sorry to keep lecturing you on this, David.  I just don't want to see you
in trouble."


            "It's
okay."  David reached over and gave her a hug.  She was
surprised, but hugged him back.  "I've got to go, though.  I've
got homework to do."


            "Good
night, David."


            "Good
night," he replied, though it was barely evening.  Penny faded into
the distance, and David made his way back to his dorm.  He didn't feel
like going to the cafeteria to be gawked at, and he really did need to study.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Good
afternoon, class," Prof. Phillips said.  "Today, we are going to
learn our first counter-curse.  Even when they are the antidote for hexes,
they are still called counter-curses.  We are going to start with
something simple.  We will undo the dizziness spell.  First, can we
have a volunteer to be made dizzy?"


            David
mumbled, "Most of the girls already are..."


            "Oh,
shut up," Olissa hissed at him.  She went back to gazing at the
professor.


            "You,
Olissa," Prof. Phillips said.  David could tell that Olissa was
blushing all the way to her toes, and as she got up, she actually lost her
balance slightly and staggered.


            "See?"
David said quietly to her as she moved past him.  She made her way to the
front of the class and stood before the professor, clearly embarrassed to be in
front of everyone.


            "Okay,
my dear.  You may want to put your hands on the podium.  This spell
is quite nasty if it catches you off guard."


            Olissa
placed both hands on the professor's podium, and waited.  Prof. Phillips
took out his wand and pointed it at Olissa's heart.


            "You
might think to point it at her head," he said, "but you will find it
is much more effective if you point it at the heart.  And here we
go," he replied, and said, "caligius!"


            Immediately,
Olissa staggered.  David jolted, afraid that she would fall, but the
professor was right there, and made sure that she didn't.


            "As
you can see, she's finding it quite hard to stand up, and she could not
walk.  Now, let's reverse the spell, shall we?  The counter-curse I'm
teaching you is a generic one for many weaker spells.  Any time the mind
is weakly confused, this counter-curse will work."


            Prof.
Phillips turned back to Olissa, pointed his wand at her heart once again, and
intoned, "caput calitatem!"


            Olissa
slowly straightened, and shook her head to clear it.


            "How
do you feel, young lady?" Prof. Phillips asked.


            "Better. 
Not completely, but better than I was."


            "The
effects do take a while to wear off completely, I'm afraid."


            "Professor,"
one of the other students asked, "how long would it take caligius to wear
off on its own?"


            "Hours,"
the professor said.  "But the counter-curse is known to most
magicians, so it's not a very useful hex.  And, as I said, caput calitatem
is used as the counter to a great many minor hexes."


            "Can
we perform caput calitatem on ourselves?"


            "Certainly. 
Just point your wand at your own heart.  In the case of fixing yourself,
you can also forgo the wand, and simply place your hand over your heart, or to
your temples.  Let's try it, shall we?  Pair off, and try it on your
partners."


            "Guess
you get to be dizzy twice," David told Olissa.


            "Joy."


            "At
least you can stay seated this time," he said.


            Before
she could say anything else, David whipped out his wand and said,
"Caligius!"


            Olissa
immediately put her hand on her desk, and her other to her head. 
"Thanks for the warning, David," she said, trying to glare at him,
but not able to focus.


            "Magician,
heal thyself," he replied with a grin.


            Olissa
moved the hand on her head so that it was touching her on the temple, and she
said, "caput calitatem,"  Immediately, she felt better. 
She shook her head again to clear it.


            "See? 
That wasn't so bad, now was it?" David said.


            "No,
not at all," she said in a sickly sweet voice.  "Why don't you
see for yourself?  Caligius!"


            David's
head swam.  He wasn't sure how she had managed to hold herself upright, if
it was this bad for Olissa.  Both his hands were on the desk now, keeping
him in his chair.  He slowly and very carefully lifted one hand and placed
it on his chest, over his heart.


            "Caput
calitatem!" he chanted.  His head cleared immediately, and he didn't
even feel the need to shake his head.  It was as if the dizziness had
never even existed.


            "Wow,
that's some powerful stuff," David said.


            "Looks
like it works better on you than it did on me," Olissa said.


            "You
want me to try it on you?"


            "There's
no curse left to counter," she objected.


            The
professor was wandering the room, watching the students, and so David waved to
get his attention.  Prof. Phillips came over.


            "Yes,
David?"


            "Professor,
is there any harm in performing a counter-curse, when there's no spell to
counter?"


            "That
would depend on the counter-curse, because most counter-curses can also act as
charms.  In the case of caput calitatem, no, there is no harm in
performing it without a spell to reverse.  In fact, it can be a good
pick-me-up if you didn't sleep well the night before."


            David
nodded, and then turned to Olissa.  He pointed his wand at her, and said,
"caput calitatem!"


            Olissa's
head was instantly cleared.  "Wow!" she said.  "That's
a lot better!  You're better at that than the professor was!" she
enthused.  Then, seeing he was still there, she blushed.  "Oh,
I'm sorry, Professor!"


            Professor
Phillips waved it off.


            "I
think it's because you'd already done it to yourself," David said. 
Then, remembering something, he turned to the professor.  "Prof.
Phillips, do you have a few minutes after class?  I need to ask you about
something."


            "Certainly,
David."  At that, the professor made his way back to the front of the
class, and went on with their lessons.


-----


            David
was making his way up to the castle for Umbrasocius class, thinking about the
material he'd read in preparation for the class.  He was alone, of course,
as none of his friends were taking this class.  Thus, he was surprised
when he was tapped on the shoulder.


            David
jumped, as he'd not heard anyone approaching, but then he got his heart started
and turned to see Amanda, one of the other students in the class.


            "Oh! 
Hey, Amanda.  What's up?"


            "Hi,
David.  I just wanted you to know that I think it's cool that you're
here."


            "You
don't think demighosts are icky?" he asked with a grin.


            "No
ickier than regular people."


            "That's
the nicest thing anyone's said to me all day," he said with a
chuckle.  Amanda joined him.


            "I'm
glad they didn't make you leave," she continued.


            "Well,
that's not yet decided."


            "What
do you mean?" she asked, confused.


            "The
Minister of Education is coming up next week to make a final ruling."


            "Oh,"
she replied, frowning.  "So they might still kick you out?"


            "Could
be.  I just hope he doesn't."


            "Yeah,
me, too.  I don't really see what the big deal is.  I mean, we let in
elves and dwarves here.  Hell, I think there's even a goblin going here,
plus a couple of weres."


            "You
seem to know a lot about the non-human population of Woodward," David said
with a nudge.


            "It
was something I asked about before I came here.  I want to learn about the
other races, and you can't very well do that if you never meet any."


            David
nodded.  They had just entered the castle's courtyard.  Suddenly,
from out of the shadows, another student started to cast a hex.


            David
heard him, and whipped around to face him.  Before the caster had a chance
to finish, David held out his hand and shouted, "Terbalik!"


            The
light from the attacker's spell bounced off the red-lit shield of David's
spell, and shot back to the caster, who screamed.  The student stumbled
out of the shadows into the light.


            "Look
what you'b done to be!" the student tried to say.  It was difficult
with a nose that resembled an elephant's trunk.  "You're in deeb shit
dow, Stroud!"


            "You
did it to yourself," David replied.  "And if I would get in
trouble for doing that to you, how much trouble do you think you'd get into for
trying to do it to me?  Grow up and get a life."


            David
turned back to Amanda.  "C'mon, we're gonna be late for class."


            As
they walked away, she said, "Wow.  What did you do to him?"


            "I
just turned his spell around on him.  That's what he was trying to do to
me.  Not that it would have morphed me, but it would have made my life
miserable for the rest of the night."


            "Serves
him right, then," Amanda said.  "Where did you learn that
spell?"


            "Prof.
Phillips showed it to me this afternoon, as a defense against morphing
spells."


            Amanda
chuckled.  "Some defense!"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
walked into the shower room to find it blessedly empty.  It was not that
he had a problem showering where other guys were also showering, since the
shower stalls were individual and private, but he knew that he was vulnerable
while he showered.  Still, it was one activity that he wouldn't give up
even if he could.  The act of washing himself made him feel better, and
besides, his body still got dirty, even if it was dead.


            As
he started his shower, David paid little attention to his surroundings. 
he did not hear Marcus and one of his friends creep into the shower room. 
The stalls did not go all the way to the top of the room, and, in fact, the top
of the stall was where most people, David included, put their shampoo and other
shower stuff.


            David
never saw the hand that took his shampoo bottle, nor did he see it get put
back.  He was busy wetting himself down.  By the time he reached for
his shampoo, Marcus and the other guy were already back out of the shower
room.  David poured the shampoo into his hand, and then began to massage
it into his hair.


            David
immediately felt a strange tingling sensation.


            What
the hell?  Am I fading?  It doesn't feel right for that...


            David
rinsed the shampoo out of his hair, and what he saw swirling into the drain
disturbed him.


            My
shampoo isn't purple...


            David
grabbed his towel and wrapped it around himself.  He hopped out of the
shower to walk over to the mirrors on the other side of the room.  What he
saw caused him to curse.


            "Motherfuckers,"
he said in irritation.  Looking in the mirror, he saw that his hair was
now a bright shade of green.  He reached up to touch it, to see if it was
going to crumble beneath his fingers, but it was as soft and as sturdy as
before.  It was just green.


            David
sighed and headed back to his shower.  This was hardly life-threatening,
and he wanted to finish getting clean.  From now on, however, he would not
be setting his shower things where others could get to them.


-----


            When
David emerged from the shower, Marcus and his friends were, of course, waiting
in the hallway.


            "Look,
guys, it's a wish troll!" Marcus shouted.  His friends all laughed,
and some others in the hallway looked to see what he was talking about.


            David
walked past Marcus without so much as a look.  Any response would only
show Marcus that this little stunt had upset David, and he wasn't going to give
him the satisfaction.


            Your
time is coming, you little fuck.


-----


            "What
the hell happened to your hair?" Gwen asked.


            "Marcus
screwed with my shampoo," David replied.


            "You
should really go to the nurse.  Whatever he did could have side
effects."


            "I
didn't have time to go before class."


            "Maybe
Prof. Stott can help you," Gwen offered.  They were waiting for
Potions class to begin.


            "Maybe. 
I'm sure it was some kind of potion they used on me."


            Just
then, the professor came in.


            "Okay,
class, today we...  Um... Mr. Stroud, could you come up here,
please?"


            David
sighed and rose.  He walked forward amidst a chorus of snickers and jeers.


            "Mr.
Stroud... I don't mean to offend you, but I think I know you well enough... you
didn't do that on purpose, did you?"


            "No,
ma'am.  One of my classmates thought it would be funny."


            Prof.
Stott frowned mightily.  "Have you been to the nurse?"


            "No,
ma'am.  I didn't have time before class.  I was wondering if you
might be able to help me."


            "Possibly,
though I think Healer Hall would be a better choice.  But I will look into
it during class, while you are working on your potion."


            "Thank
you, ma'am."


            As
David was about to walk away, Prof. Stott called, "David?"


            David
turned back.  "Yes, ma'am?"


            "Does
this kind of thing happen a lot?"


            "More
than I'd like," he allowed.


            "You
should tell the dean."


            "She
has enough trouble because of me, ma'am.  I don't need to make her life
even more difficult."


            Prof.
Stott frowned, but said nothing further.  David went back to his
seat.  The snickers were more subdued, now, as Prof. Stott was glaring at
those who tried.


-----


            Prof.
Stott was unable to find any cure for David's green hair, and his visit to
Healer Hall was not uplifting, either.


            "So
what did she say?" Gwen asked at lunch.


            "She
said the potion was essentially harmless, and that all I could do was let it
fade out over the next couple days."


            "She
didn't give you an antidote or anything?" she asked, incredulous.


            "She
said that any antidote potion would be worse than the original, and so she felt
it was best to just let sleeping dragons lie, so to speak."


            "Hmph. 
Some healer."


            David
shrugged.  Just then, Olissa joined them.


            "What
happened this time?" she asked him without preamble.


            "The
old hair dye in the shampoo bottle prank," he told her, and then filled
her in on all the details.


            Olissa
was sympathetic, but tried to put a happy face on it.  "It doesn't
look that bad.  And it should be gone by the time the Minister
shows up on Monday."


            "Easy
for you to say," Gwen said.  "You're not the one who looks like
they have grass on their head."


            "So
I guess you'll be hiding in your dorm room this weekend?" Olissa asked
David.


            "I
hadn't thought about it.  Why?"


            "I'm
gonna need some more help with Earth Studies."


            David
shook his head in mock sadness at her.  Then he said, "Come on by
tomorrow afternoon."


            "Okay."


            "I've
got to go now, though.  I've got Metamorphosis class in ten minutes. 
See you guys later."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
was eating breakfast with his friends when someone new sat down next to
him.  He looked over, and brightened.


            "Sarah! 
Guys, this is Sarah.  She's my... uh... babysitter."


            "Huh?"
Jim asked.  Gwen looked a little confused, as well.


            "I'm
not allowed to leave campus without someone from the school with
me."  David explained the situation to them.


            "That
sucks," Jim opined.


            "Yeah,
really," Gwen agreed.


            David
shrugged, and then turned to Sarah.  "What's up?"


            Sarah,
who had sat silently while David had explained things, said, "Well, I
haven't heard from you since the school year started.  I'm sorry to
ask..."


            "Of
course you are," he said with a smile.  She giggled before she went
on.


            "...
but you haven't been leaving campus without me, have you?"


            David
shook his head.  "No, I haven't gone anywhere.  Didn't really
know there was anywhere to go.  The couple of times I've been in
Gorumshead, I didn't see much to spend my time on."


            Sarah
looked aghast.  "In that case, I'm glad I found you.  I've got
today off.  Let's go down into town.  I'll show you why you should be
wanting to go into Gorumshead more often."


            "Okay,
sure.  I'm caught up with my homework."


            Sarah
paused, and then said, "I.. hate to ask this," she said, avoiding the
word 'sorry', "but what happened to your hair?"


            "Practical
joke," David said sourly.  "It looked much worse on
Friday."  His hair was now only slightly tinged green.  He was
sure it would be gone by the next day.  Or at least, he hoped so.  He
had his meeting with the Minister of Education the next morning.


            "I'll
let you finish your breakfast.  Nice to have met you all," Sarah
said, and then got up and left the cafeteria.


            "She
seems nice enough," Gwen said.


            "Wish
she was babysitting me," Jim said, leering after her.


            "No,"
David said sourly, "you don't."


            Jim
got the message.  "Well, yeah, I mean, having a babysitter sucks, but
if you've got to have one..."


            "Uh-huh." 
David finished off his breakfast, and then said farewell to his friends and
went to find Sarah.


-----


            David
and Sarah made their way off the school grounds, and then they walked to
town.  It wasn't a far walk, and the weather was pleasant.


            "So,
what is there to do in Gorumshead?" David asked.


            "Plenty. 
Especially if you're new to magic, because you won't have seen all the
shops."


            As
they entered the town, David remembered something.  "Can we stop in
at Amy's?" he asked.


            "Sure. 
What do you need?"


            "I
need to get Jailla a new perch.  He doesn't really like his cage."


            "Well,
that's no problem.  Come on."


            David
tried to make his visit to Amy's Familiars short, as the noise level quickly
gave him a headache.  He had to order the perch, as Amy did not have
one.  She said it would be delivered in a week or so.


            "Anything
else you need to take care of while we're here?" Sarah asked. 
"Before we get on with the fun stuff, that is?" she said with a grin.


            "Well,
I would kind of like to talk with Mr. Wormwood, but he's probably closed on a
weekend, isn't he?"


            "Yes,
he is.  Something wrong with your wand?"


            "Just
my ability to control it.  I was hoping he would have some advice."


            "Oh. 
Well, we'll come back during the week for that."


            "I
don't want to put you out..." David objected.


            "Being
your escort is part of my job.  Don't worry about it."


            "Okay."


            "Now
then, where should we go first?  How about Spencer's Magical Amusements
and Gifts?"


            "Sounds
interesting."


            When
they stepped into the shop, David knew that "interesting" didn't even
begin to cover it.  He could barely process all of the things he was
seeing.  There were sparkling, shimmering, and shining things that he knew
without asking required no batteries.  Off to his left was what looked
like a model of two elves playing tennis, but then he realized that the
"tennis players" were actually swatting at some flying insects in the
shop.


            "Magical
bug zapper?" David asked.  Sarah grinned and nodded.


            David
was overwhelmed by the time they left Spencer's, but he had purchased a glowing
orb clock for his desk, and a morphing lapel pin for Sarah.  It changed
based on the wearer's mood.  Right now, it showed a dragon.  The
shopkeeper had told him that meant Sarah was feeling satisfied and content.


-----


            Sarah
spent the morning showing David all of the shops in Gorumshead.  They had
picked up some sweets in the bakery, and David had ordered a new chair for his
dorm room.  The one the school provided was okay, but not all that comfortable.


            "Ooh,
let's go in here!" Sarah enthused.  It was a new shop, just opened,
according to the sign, and inside were Sky Riders.


            "I
don't know, Sarah," David said, concerned.


            "We're
just looking!" she said, tugging him into the shop.


            The
pair ogled the shiny boards, and even looked over the used ones.


            "Welcome,
friends," the proprietor said.  "Name's Jack McCaffrey. 
You looking to buy a Sky Rider today?  We have every model, new and
used."


            "I
have to wonder," David said.  "The Sky Rider concept is so new,
or so I've been told... why are there already used ones?"


            Jack
laughed.  "Well, the Sky Rider's not for everyone.  Some wizards
buy them, and never seem to get the hang of them.  Others buy them, and
then realize that they go so fast, the speed scares them.  Others just
wanted to play for a few weeks.  When they are finally done with them,
well, we take them in, and then resell them to those who would like to own a
Sky Rider, but don't have the funds to get a brand new one.  So what can I
fix you two up with today?"


            "Oh,
no.  Not me.  I'm not ready for that kind of thing yet," David
said.


            "Aw,
come on, David.  You gotta at least get on one.  Can we try one
out?" Sarah asked Jack.


            "Sure. 
I have a little practice area in the back of the shop."  Looking at
David, the man said, "I know they're a bit scary.  Are you from
Earth?"


            "Does
it show that bad?" David asked with a self-effacing grin.


            "Nah. 
But this is just like a skateboard."


            "Just
a couple feet higher up.  And I was never any good at riding a
skateboard."


            "Bah!"
the man said.  "Well, we'll let the young lady give it a try, and
then maybe you'll change your mind."


            Jack
picked up one of the boards, and led the two out back.  He set it down on
the ground, and motioned Sarah to step on.  Once she was on, she looked at
him.


            "The
board works by intent.  You need to think of what you want it to
do."  To David, he said, "That's the other problem people have
with it.  If you can't focus your mind too well, you'll have a lot of
trouble controlling the board."


            Sarah,
it appeared, had no problem.  She was quickly floating, and, while her
movements were a bit jerky and wobbly, she was soon swishing around the small
practice track without a problem.


            When
Sarah was done, she let the board settle to the ground.  "Your
turn," she said to David.


            David
held up his hands.  "Where's a nice pegasus when you need one?"


            Jack
laughed.  "They're not for everyone.  What say, young lady, you
want one?"


            "Want
one, yes.  I don't think I can afford one."


            "Let's
go in and look.  I'm sure we can find something within your range."


            "You're
crazy," David told her.  She just stuck her tongue out at him.


-----


            


            "You
ready for lunch now?" Sarah asked David.  After the Sky Rider
dealership, they'd watched a couple of street performers who were doing
magic.  The performers had moved on, however.


            "If
you're hungry, let's eat," David said.


            "Come
on.  I know a spot."


            "We're
not going to the Slyther Inn?"


            "No. 
They've got great food, but the atmosphere is kind of dull.  I know a
place that's more fun.  Of course, the people there are... um... also
'less dull' than the Slyther Inn, so you might want to watch yourself."


            "Gotcha."


            They
turned down a side street and walked a couple blocks before they came to The
Mystic Wolf Pub.  They made their way inside, and stepped up to the bar.


            "Afternoon,
Bridget," Sarah said to the barkeep.


            "Sarah! 
Good to see you!  What can I get you mates?" the barkeep said
brightly, with a soft Irish accent.


            Are
all the barkeepers in Dugerra Irish? David wondered to himself.


            "We'll
be eating," Sarah said, interrupting his thought.


            "Surely,"
Bridget said, and passed over two menus.  "Who's your friend? 
He's cute."


            David
would have blushed, if he could.


            Sarah
said, "This is David.  He's a student at the Academy."


            "Well,
he'd have to be in that outfit, wouldn't he?"  David was still
wearing his school uniform.  He didn't bother wearing anything else,
ever.  "How are you liking it at the Academy?" she asked him.


            "Oh,
it's fine," he said.  "Tough, though."


            "That
it is.  Well, I'll let you alone to read the menu."


            After
they ordered lunch, they sat and talked.


            "So,
why did you decide to work at The Academy?" David asked.


            "Well,
I wanted to be a gardener, and there was an opening for a groundskeeper. 
It just worked out nicely.  Besides, the school is a great place to work
and live."


            "You
live there, too?  I thought only the students lived there."


            "Almost
everyone who works there, lives there, David."


            "Where? 
I don't see any extra housing..."


            "Trust
me... there's more room there than you think."


            David
could tell he wasn't going to get a substantive answer to this question. 
"Okay."


            "Anyway,
I've really enjoyed working there."


            "Don't
you miss your family?"


            "I
go back to see them on holidays.  They live down in Senesty."


            "You're
the second person I've heard mention Senesty.  Just how big a city is
it?


            "Senesty
is the capital of Callamandia.  It's not a large city to your way of
thinking.  It only houses... maybe twenty thousand people.  But it's
the center of a lot of things.  My father's actually a member of the royal
court."


            "Really? 
Wow."


            "Oh,
don't get too impressed.  He's a scribe."


            "Still. 
He's the king's scribe."


            Sarah
smiled.  "You're easily impressed.  Or you're just being
nice."


            "Anything
wrong with either of those?" David asked with a grin.


            "Not
really," she replied, smiling.  Just then, she caught a look at a
flyer on the wall behind David.


            "Hey! 
Bridget, is that flyer current?"


            Bridget
looked at the flyer in question.  "Yep.  Going on now,
actually."


            "David,
you want to see the Centaur Games?"


            "May
I assume that's not just a name?  There are actually centaurs
involved?"


            "Oh,
yeah.  It's their yearly sporting tournament.  Bridget, why don't you
have it on?"


            "Those
blokes over there got annoyed and broke my mirror.  It's being
fixed.  Should be back on in about an hour.  Of course, the events
it'll be showing are happening just up the street..."


            "I'm
confused," David said.


            "Well,
the centaurs don't all gather in one place for their tournament.  They
have various small arenas around Callamandia.  They compete in their local
place, but all the results are put together, so the winner is a national
champion."


            "Okay. 
What's the deal with her mirror?"


            "Oh,
that.  You can use a mirror to see the games.  It's... well, a little
bit like TV back in Earth, but not really.  I mean, there's only so many
things you can see."


            David
nodded.            


            "You
want to go down and watch?"


            "Sure. 
Seeing centaurs doing sports is something I wouldn't want to miss."


            "Great! 
Let's go."


-----


            When
they arrived at the arena, which wasn't much larger than a high school football
stadium, David goggled.  He had never seen a centaur, even though there
were supposedly always one or two on campus.  To see them now, in a group,
made his mind hurt.  There were various sizes and races - he had to resist
calling them breeds - of centaur walking about.


            One
group, off in a corner, caught his eye.  They were the slenderest of the
centaurs, and they were dressed in fancy shirts on their human parts, and a
fancy blanket covering their horse half.


            "Who
are they?" David asked.


            "That's
the dressage and show jumping crowd.  They're a bit snooty.  They
don't like to get sweaty, and their sports are all about form."


            "They
compete dressed like that?"


            "Being
dressed like that is part of the competition."


            "Oh. 
So, what's coming up?"


            "It
looks like the steeplechase will be starting in a little bit.  Let's go
find a seat."


            As
they settled into the bleachers, David asked, "Why don't they host the
games up at the school?  The stadium's much nicer, and would hold more
people..."


            Sarah
replied, "Well, people like to gamble on the games, and the school frowns
on that kind of thing.  So they hold them down here."


            David
nodded.  He had noticed that there were people taking bets.


            Down
on the field, David noticed four sturdy centaurs that were milling about at
what appeared to be a starting line.


            "Is
that all that's competing in the steeplechase?" David asked, pointing.


            "Those
are the ones from Gorumshead, yes.  Remember, they're not the only ones
competing.  The others are in their own stadiums elsewhere."


            David
noticed that the steeplechase track actually led out of the arena. 
"How are we supposed to watch?  Most of the race seems to be outside
of our view."


            "Well,
if you really want to watch it, we can rent a viewing lens."


            "Sure,"
David said.  Sarah waved her hand at a vendor, who came over.


            "One
viewing lens," she said.  David insisted on paying for it.  He
held it in his hand.  It was a large crystal, a flattened sphere, set into
a holder on top of a short staff.


            "How
does this work?" he asked Sarah.


            "It's
pre-charmed to watch the events.  When the race starts, we'll be able to
watch it on this.  And you'll see all the other racers, too.  The
ones from the other towns."


            "Wow. 
How does it do that?"


            "High-level
divination magic."


            "Cool."


            After
a few minutes, the horses lined up in their lanes at the start of the
track.  From out of nowhere, a burst of red light and a loud crack erupted
above the arena.  The centaurs immediately set off at a gallop. 
After the first two jumps, they were out of the arena.


            David
looked down at the viewing lens, and saw not just the four racers from
Gorumshead, but a whole slew of centaurs racing across a field and over a
ditch.  He was quickly caught up in the race.  He wasn't normally one
for sports, but this was utterly fascinating to him.  To watch the
centaurs shift their upper bodies as they leapt over the barriers and ditches,
to see them speed off after landing... it was amazing.


            It
seemed only a short time later that the lead local centaur came galloping into
the arena.  People cheered as he crossed the finish line, but he was not
the winner.  The winning centaur had finished nearly thirty seconds ahead
of the local centaur.


            "So,
does he get anything for being first here?"


            "Just
a few cheers.  He was actually fifth, so..."


            David
nodded.  It didn't seem quite fair to him somehow, but it wasn't his culture.


            "Next
up," a voice announced when all the centaurs had finished the
steeplechase, "is the archery competition.  Archery to begin in
twenty minutes."


            "You've
got to see this.  Centaurs are the best archers in the world."


            David
saw the centaur who had just finished the steeplechase walking around near the
edge of the field.  He got up and moved down to the bottom of the
bleachers.


            "Good
race," he called out to the centaur.  The centaur looked up to see if
the comment was delivered with derision or not.  Seeing the sincerity on
David's face, he nodded.


            "Thank
you, but not quite good enough."


            "Can't
win all of them," David said.  "Hell, if I had to race against
my peers, I'd probably come in dead last."  David did not chuckle,
because the centaur wouldn't get the joke.


            "Well,
you are not an athlete," the centaur said.  "I, however, am
supposed to be.  I fear I'm getting too old for this sort of thing."


            "Uh,"
David said, nonplussed.  "How old are you?"


            "Fifty-six,"
the centaur replied.


            "Wow!"
David exclaimed.  "Sorry, I'm new to Dugerra.  Is that old for a
centaur?"


            "Not
at all," a younger - apparently - female centaur said, coming over. 
David tried not to ogle her upper half, as she was very well built in her human
regions.  "You did great, Dad," the young centaur told her
father.  The centauress asked David, "Did you enjoy the race?"


            David
nodded.  "I was just telling your father that I was very impressed
with the whole thing.  I've never seen centaurs racing before."


            The
centauress pointed to his uniform.  "First year?"


            "Yes."


            She
held out her hand.  "My name is Giendia.  This is my father,
Dubnin."


            David
took her hand and shook it gently.  "David."


            "I
hope I didn't cost you any money," Dubnin said to David.


            David
replied, "No, I don't gamble.  I just came to watch.  I'm not
much of an athlete myself, but when my friend mentioned the games, I just had
to see.  Sorry if it sounds rude, but this is quite a spectacle for
someone who's never even met a centaur before."


            "It's
not rude at all.  We're glad you were interested enough to come see
it," Giendia told him.  "It helps keep our two races friendly,
when we share things like this."


            "Is
that a worry?" David asked, surprised.


            "It
is always a worry," Dubnin said, "with two cultures that are
so different living together.  Mind you, centaurs and humans have lived
together quite happily for centuries, but it is something to always be worked
at, not taken for granted."


            David
nodded.  "Well, I'm glad I got to see this.  And I'm glad to
have met both of you.  Will you be competing?" David asked Giendia.


            "I'm
not old enough yet," she told him.  "You have to be
eighteen.  I'll compete next year."


            "What's
your sport?"


            "Archery,"
she said, motioning to the centaurs who were now milling about over by the
shooting range.


            "Well,
I'm sure you'll do great when you do compete.  Anyway, I should get back
to my friend.  I just wanted to say hi."


            "Thank
you," Dubnin said, and shook David's hand.


            When
David got back to his seat, Sarah asked, "Making new friends?"


            David
shrugged.  "I've never seen a centaur before.  I wanted to see
what they were like."


            "Just
like people, mostly.  A little less arrogant than most humans,
really.  Much stronger, of course, and faster, and insanely good at
physical warfare."


            "Do
they fight many wars?"


            "No."


            "So...
why are they so good at warfare?"


            "So
that they don't fight many wars," Sarah said with a grin.


            "Ah,
gotcha," David replied in kind.


            Shortly
after that, the archery contest began.  The first part of the event was
straightforward accuracy, shooting at a fixed target a hundred yards
away.  Only one centaur missed the bull's-eye, and it was clear that he
had slipped.  Still, he was disqualified from the competition's next
round.


            For
the next round, the targets were moved a bit closer, but were placed on a
swinging post, so that they waved back and forth slowly.  Two more
centaurs left the contest at this point, each having missed the center of the
target by a matter of an inch or two.


            After
a couple more rounds, the contest was down to five centaurs locally, and twenty
centaurs nationally.


            "Kind
of a lot of local competitors left, aren't there?" David asked Sarah.


            Sarah
replied, "Gorumshead is known for its archers.  Some of the best
archers in history have come from here."


            "Oh."


            The
next level of the contest was a target at fifty yards, but between the centaurs
and the target were two rings, swinging like pendulums.  The goal was to
put an arrow through both rings and into the target.


            The
only competitors who pulled this off were in Gorumshead, and only three of them
did it.


            Finally,
they reached the last level of the archery competition.  The target
remained at fifty yards, but now, set in front of it were three spinning
wheels, each with three holes cut into it and spinning at a different
speed.  The archers had to time their shot to make it through the holes
and to the target, but they would have to learn to time the wheels and make the
shot "blind", since they could only really see the first wheel.


            The
first archer didn't even come close.  In fact, his arrow embedded itself
in the first wheel.


            The
second archer stared at the wheels for two minutes, and then made his
shot.  The arrow was nicked by the final wheel, but it still hit the
target.


            The
third archer timed the wheels for a full five minutes, which was the maximum
time allowed.  He then loosed his arrow, and it sailed cleanly through all
three wheels, slamming firmly into the center of the bull's-eye on the
target.  The crowd erupted with cheers as he was announced the clear
winner.


            "Damn,
that was a hell of a shot!" David enthused.


            Sarah
agreed.  "They're good."


            "That's
beyond good.  That's unbelievable!"


            Sarah
giggled at him.  "You want to go get an autograph?"


            David
settled down. "Okay, okay.  But I've just never seen anything that
spectacular."


            "Seen
enough?" Sarah asked.


            "Yeah. 
I don't think they could top that."


            "C'mon,
then."


-----


            After
they left the Centaur Games, Sarah and David wandered a little more in
Gorumshead, but then they started to head back to campus.  On their way up
on the rock lift, Sarah turned to David.


            "If
you have time, there's one more thing I'd like to show you... if you don't have
to get back to your girlfriend or something."


            "I
don't have a girlfriend," David said.


            "Really?"


            "I
guess no one wants to date the undead.  What do you want to show me?"


            "It's
a special flowerbed I've been working on with the fairies, in secret. 
It's in the middle of the trees by the greenhouses."


            "Okay,
sure.  Why so secret about it, though?"


            "You'll
see."


-----


            The
pair walked into the trees, and then spent another five minutes walking until
they came to the clearing they were looking for.  Before him, David saw a
ring of flowers of all colors, and in the center of the ring, what looked to be
tall grass-like or reed-like plants.  All told, they were about two feet
high.


            David
turned to Sarah for an explanation.


            "I
told you, it's a flower bed.  I like to have sex outdoors,"
she said with a smile, and then moved close to him, kissing him passionately.


            David
was surprised, but not so much so that he didn't kiss back.  Soon, he
slipped his tongue out and into her mouth, and their tongues were quickly
dancing together.  He put his arms around her, holding her against him. 
He felt her tits pressing against his chest, and then he ran his hands down to
fondle her ass.  She felt good.


            After
a minute or so, Sarah broke their kiss, smiling at David.  She then
slipped down onto her knees.  David smiled to himself as she unzipped his
pants.  He had never had a blowjob before, and it looked as though he was
about to have his first.


            Sarah
wet her lips as she pulled his erect cock from his pants.  She licked the
tip, enjoying the taste of David's precum.  She licked his entire length
then, from head to base, and then back up the other side.  Finally, she
pressed her lips to the head of his dick, and slowly pushed forward, parting
her lips only enough to allow his cock to pass into her mouth.


            David
was in heaven.  He couldn't remember feeling anything quite this
nice.  He put his hands gently on her head, but that was more to steady
himself than to encourage her.


            Sarah
needed no encouragement, anyway.  Once she had half his prick in her
mouth, she began to slowly bob back and forth on his cock.  She used her
tongue and lips to good effect, sending tingles all along David's body. 
Every once in a while, she would pull her mouth off his dick and swirl her
tongue over the head before plunging back down onto him.


            David
was lost in bliss, and he knew that he was quickly going to come.  He
regretted this, as he didn't want this mind-blowing experience to end, but he
really had no choice in the matter.  He started grunting with the strain
of holding back.


            Sarah,
understanding David's noises, reached up with her hand and began to gently
fondle his balls.  This was all David could take.  He exploded in her
mouth, spurting blast after blast of jism.  Sarah held it all, and then
swallowed when he was finished.  She was a bit surprised that he was
entirely tasteless, but it didn't bother her.


            While
David was recovering his senses, Sarah rose and stepped back from him
slightly.  She saw that he was watching, so she began to undo her
blouse.  In a few moments, it was undone, and she pulled it off her arms
and let it fall to the ground.  She walked back to David and put her hands
on his chest.


            "Would
you remove my bra for me?" she asked coquettishly.  David smiled at
her, and then he put his hands on her shoulders, and gently turned her around.


            It
didn't take long for David to undo the bra, and then he ran his hands up her
back and onto her shoulders.  He stepped forward as his hands moved off
her shoulders and down her arms, pulling the bra straps along with them. 
When his hands passed her elbows, the bra fell free, tumbling to the ground and
exposing Sarah's wonderful breasts to the cool afternoon air.  Her nipples
were already hard.


            David
reached forward and took her tits in hand, massaging and kneading them,
arousing Sarah and causing her to moan.  As David began to kiss and nibble
on her neck, Sarah kicked off her shoes and unfastened her pants, pushing them
down off her hips until they fell to the ground.


            Finally,
David's hands left Sarah's breasts and moved down, across her stomach. 
She sighed as his hands slipped under the waistband of her panties, pushing
them down.  They were immediately forgotten as David's hand then moved
between her thighs.


            Sarah
spread her legs as much as she could to give David all the access he
wanted.  She turned her head to kiss him just as his finger brushed
against her clit.  She gasped, and David took advantage, thrusting his
tongue deep into her mouth.


            For
long moments, the two stood there kissing while David fingered her clit. 
Finally, though, Sarah broke the kiss and pushed his hand away.


            "I
want you to eat me out," she said to him.  She stepped out of her
clothes, and then moved over to the flower bed.  She sat down on the
grass, which David had expected to collapse under the weight, but it
didn't.  It bent, and then held her up, like a spring.


            "It's
special grass," she said, clearly seeing the question on his face. 
"Now come on, Studly."


            David
advanced slowly, then had to admit, "I've never eaten out a girl
before."


            "You
know what you were just doing with your finger?  Do it with your
tongue.  You'll be just fine."


            Sarah
lay back, her nude body exposed to the sky.  She spread her legs as David
approached, her glistening juices inviting him to lap them up.


            David
removed his coat, shoes and socks, and then knelt in front of Sarah.  He
leaned forward, and tentatively licked her pussy, tasting a woman's love juices
for the first time.  He found that the taste was pleasant, and he licked
again.


            Sarah
started to moan as David flicked his tongue back and forth across her pussy. 
She ran her fingers through his hair while he worked, and then started to
encourage him to move up a little.  He finally got the message, and his
tongue swiped across her clit.


            Sarah
let out a loud moan when he did that, and David immediately got the message. 
He was soon flicking his tongue rapidly over Sarah's clit, and then sliding the
full length of his tongue over it.


            Sarah
was quickly rolling her hips, rising toward orgasm.  David continued
licking her, but unfastened his pants, pushing them and his briefs down off his
hips.  He stroked his dick a couple times while he sucked Sarah's clit
into his mouth.  He could tell she was very near orgasm.


            Once
David was fully hard, he moved quickly.  Sarah barely had time to notice
the absence of David's tongue on her clit when she felt his cock at her
pussy.  David pressed in quickly, and Sarah moaned.  It took only a
few strokes before Sarah's orgasm overtook her, and she screamed out in
pleasure.


            David
stopped moving, but did not pull out.


            "No!"
Sarah cried.  "Don't stop!  Fuck me!"


            David
shrugged mentally, and then started to ram his cock into Sarah's pussy. 
Sarah's orgasm intensified, and she was writhing and twisting beneath David as
he continued to fuck her throughout her orgasm.


            Sarah's
climax reached a peak, and she shuddered violently, and then went rigid.


            "Oh,
stop!  Stop, please, stop!"


            David
stopped moving as fast as he could.  "What's wrong?"


            "I'm
just too sensitive for the moment."


            David
pulled out of her, which caused even more shudders.  He stood up and
pulled off his clothes, then climbed onto the flower bed with her.  He lay
beside her, and then pulled her against him, so that her back was to him. 
She reached around and took hold of his dick, stroking it gently to keep it
hard.


            "Oh,
fuck, that was intense.  I hope you're not mad I made you stop."


            "No,
I wouldn't want to hurt you."  He reached over and started to caress
her tit.  He could feel her heart racing and her breathing was still
heavy.


            After
several minutes, during which Sarah kept stroking David's dick to keep him
ready, she turned over and then pushed him onto his back.  She straddled
him, and in seconds had impaled herself on his prick.


            As
Sarah began to bounce on his dick, David reached up and took hold of her tits,
molding them with his hands.  Sarah sighed, and then began to moan quietly
again.  David pulled her down so that her breasts were mashed into his
chest, her hard nipples digging into him.  He kissed her hard and began to
roll his hips, so that he was thrusting hard up into her as she came down on
him.


            David
broke their kiss, and looked into Sarah's eyes.


            "How
many guys have you brought here?" he asked mischievously.


            "A
few," she admitted.  "But none were as good as you."


            "Oh,
bullshit," he said with a grin.  He rolled them over so he was on top
again, and then he began to thrust hard into her.  Sarah was suddenly too
busy moaning to answer him.


            David
quickly brought Sarah to another orgasm.  And another after that. 
The afternoon was quickly lost in a blissful haze of moans and screams.


-----


            Twilight
was setting in by the time David and Sarah decided to leave their little love
nest.  Sarah kissed David one more time before they left the trees.


            "I
want you to know that I wasn't lying," she said.


            "About
what?"


            "You
being the best.  You really were.  Now I have to see if I can find
some guy better than you!" she said with a grin.


            "Well,
if you ever need to, you know, remind yourself of how good I supposedly was,
you just let me know."


            "Oh,
count on that!" she replied with a grin.  After they were walking
across the terrace, she asked, "You don't have a girlfriend or
anything, do you?  I mean, I saw you sitting with a couple of
girls..."


            "They're
just friends," he replied.  "No, I'm not seeing anyone."


            "Don't
get me wrong, I'm not looking for a relationship at the moment.  I would
just feel guilty if I made you cheat on someone."


            David
smiled.  "Don't worry about it."


            "Good."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            The
next morning, David made his way up to Beckett Hall, where the dean's office
was.  He was going to face the Minister of Education.


            David
was actually a little downcast about the time he'd spent with Sarah the day
before.  He'd had a good time, but it had felt almost as if she was
treating him like a kid.  It was as if she'd taken him on the trip solely
to cheer him up.  He'd had some minor hopes when she'd decided to have sex
with him, but her comments afterward dashed any hope he had for a relationship.


            As
he made it to the Academy level, David sighed.  He had hoped to find a
steady girlfriend here, but clearly his status made him an unattractive
partner.


            Oh,
well.  I should be focusing on my studies, anyway.


            Once
David approached the doors to Beckett Hall, he paused.  His future could
change radically once he entered this building.  He took a deep breath,
and then opened the door.  The walk to Dean Lengel's office seemed an
exceptionally long one.


            "Can
I help..." the receptionist in the dean's office started to ask, but then
stopped herself.  "Oh, David.  Please, go on in.  They're
waiting for you."


            "Thank
you," he said, to be polite.  He felt no gratitude at being let in to
this meeting whatsoever.


            Despite
being told to go right in, David knocked on the door.


            "Come
in," Dean Lengel called out.  David opened the door, and entered.


            "David. 
Good morning.  Can we get you anything?  Some juice, perhaps?"


            "No,
thank you, Dean."


            "Okay. 
This is Gary Chalmers, the Minister of Education for Callamandia."


            Minister
Chalmers reached out his hand and said, "David, good to meet you."


            David
shook the man's hand, and then they all just stood there.


            Finally,
Chalmers cleared his voice.  "Look, I know this is all a bit awkward,
so why don't we proceed just a bit more informally than usual.  David, why
don't you take a seat here,"


            David
sat down stiffly, and the minister sat in the chair next to him, then turned it
slightly so he could better look at David.  The dean sat behind her desk.


            "Tell
me about yourself," the minister ordered.


            "What
do you want to know?" David asked, confused.


            The
minister shrugged.  "Whatever you want to tell me.  How you grew
up, how you became a demighost, how you're doing in school here, what your
plans are for the future... just anything you want to tell me."


            "Well,
I don't know what my plans are for the future, mainly because I don't know what
my future is going to be like.  For the time being, I'm just trying to get
through each day as it comes along.  Some of the students here are making
that... an interesting experience, to say the least."


            "Do
you know what you want to do when you get your licensure?" the minister
asked.


            "No,
I don't.  I think I may want to continue my schooling beyond that
point.  So that I at least have the choice of where I can live."


            The
minister nodded.  "Do go on.  How did you become a
demighost?  I've never heard the story."


            David
related the events of that night to him.  When David was finished, the
minister frowned.


            "So
this kind of hazing is not unfamiliar to you."


            "Unfortunately
not," David said.


            "How
did your parents react to your transformation?" the minister asked.


            "Very
poorly.  They're very superstitious, and they're afraid of anything they
see as occult or 'evil'.  I fell into that category."


            The
minister's frown deepened.  "And the time between when you were
transformed, and when you were brought in by the Rimohrs... what were you doing
then?"


            "Well,
first I had to heal from my... uh... death."


            "Heal?"


            "I
still have a physical body, Minister.  When it gets injured, it takes time
to heal."


            "I
see.  Go on, what did you do after that?"


            "Well,"
David said, hesitant to admit what he'd done.  "I got even with those
who'd killed me."


            The
dean and the minister shared a look.  The dean asked the obvious
question.  "You didn't kill anyone, did you?"


            David
would have paled, if he could.  "Good Lord, no!  I just gave
each of them something to remember me by, so to speak."


            The
dean relaxed, and the minister nodded.  "So," he asked after a
pause, "when will you be getting revenge on those who are tormenting you
here?"


            David
smirked.  "I have already been put on notice that any such behavior
at The Academy would be frowned upon."


            "Uh-huh,"
the minister said, unconvinced.  "But when do you plan to get your
revenge?"


            David
paused for a long moment, then said, "Hypothetically speaking, if a person
such as myself were, in fact, going to commit acts of revenge with the goal of
not getting caught, it would be a good idea to hide his acts among similar
acts, so that no one knew who had done it."


            Both
the dean and the minister looked a bit confused.


            David
said, continuing, "But that's just hypothetical.  Truthfully, I'm
waiting to see how many of the students aren't going to get bored with
it.  I've already noticed that the number of people harassing me has come
down some.  It will be a while before I can be sure of who my real
tormenters are.  I know some of them, but not all."


            "So,
you have specific targets in mind?"


            "I
wish you'd quit using terms like 'target', Mr. Minister," David said in
exasperation.  "If they would just leave me alone, I'd happily forget
about it.  My only goal in any actions I may or may not take would be to
make those students leave me be."


            The
minister nodded.  "Dean, can we look up David's academic file?"


            "Surely,
Minister."  The dean pulled out a ledger and opened it to a specific
page.  A quiet spell, and some words appeared on the page. 
"Let's see here.  Excellent marks from Prof. Stott, no surprise
there.  Good marks in all the other classes, with the exception of Charms
and Hexes, where your grades are acceptable, but could certainly use
improvement."


            The
minister asked, "Having issues with casting spells?"


            "It's
my wand, sir.  It's difficult to keep it under control.  I've been
meaning to go have a talk with Mr. Wormwood about it, to see if he had any tips
for me, but I haven't had the chance to get down to Gorumshead during the
week."


            "Doesn't
seem like that would be a difficult task," the minister objected.


            "Minister,"
the dean explained, "he's not allowed to go alone.  The school has
assigned him a chaperone.  By law, he cannot leave the school grounds
unless she is with him.  Thus, I imagine that the task of finding her,
explaining things to her, and then going, seemed more difficult than trying to
work out the problem for himself."


            "I
see.  David, are you enjoying your classes here?"


            "Class
time is the most enjoyable part of my day."


            "Yes,
but is that because you like the subjects, or because no one is throwing rocks
at you?" the minister asked astutely.


            "A
little bit of both," David admitted.  "But I really do like my
classes.  They're challenging, which means I never get bored, and the
topics are all so new to me that it's fun each day to see what's going to come
up.  Heck, even History class is teaching about things I've never even
heard of."


            The
minister nodded.  "Do you have any complaints?"


            "Well,
the daily stonings do seem a bit much..." David said with a grin.


            The
minister chuckled.  "Beyond that."


            David
considered.  "No, not really.  When I first got here, I could
really have used a handbook, but I've slowly picked up on things as time's gone
on."


            "A
handbook?" the dean asked.


            "Something
to explain how things work here at The Academy.  For those of us new to
magic, the idea of pixies serving us dinner, and fairy fireflies providing
light, and floating rocks, and all of this other stuff, it gets a little
overwhelming."


            "I
don't think I'd ever realized how bad that must be," the dean admitted.


            The
minister shrugged this off; it wasn't his concern.  "So, if I
understand what you're saying, David, essentially you're happy here, and would
like to stay, if only the students would accept you?"


            "I
honestly don't expect that they will ever 'accept' me, Minister.  I'd be
perfectly happy if they'd just leave me alone.  I have a small group of
friends, and that's really all I need.  I'm not looking to win any
popularity contests."


            The
minister nodded.  He turned to Dean Lengel.  "Well, I think I've
heard all I need.  Do you have any questions for him, Madame Lengel?"


            "How
did your trip to Gorumshead go yesterday, David?"


            So! 
It was a setup!


            David
replied, "It was very interesting, ma'am.  We went to see the Centaur
Games."


            "I've
been to those," the dean replied.  "Very impressive."


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            To
the minister, the dean said, "I thought David could use a day off, what
with his nervousness over today's interview.  So I asked Sarah, his
chaperone, to show him some of the sights.  He hadn't been off-campus
since he got here.  Well, except for two field trips with his History
class."


            The
minister nodded.  "Do you like your chaperone?"


            David
replied honestly, "I'm liking her less and less."


            Both
of the others were confused by that, but David didn't feel like explaining it
to them, so didn't elaborate further.


            Finally,
the minister said, "Well, if there's nothing else..." he waited a
beat, and the dean shook her head.  "David, I know this meeting had
you worried, but the truth is, unless there was a damned good reason, I would
never override Dean Lengel's authority here at the school.  We both knew
what you were when she accepted you to The Academy.  Unless your actions
had shown you to be a troublemaker, there was no way I was going to go over her
head."


            "But,
the parents," David objected.


            Minister
Chalmers snorted.  "Every single year, there is a group of unhappy
parents somewhere in Callamandia.  I have to make this trip to one
school or another, and I handle it the same in every case, because we always
know these things going in.  This year it's a demighost.  Last year,
at another school, it was a vampire.  The year before, a goblin. 
Next year it'll probably be a six-foot tall invisible rabbit."


            David
chuckled.


            "Seriously,
the number of vocally upset parents is very small, compared to the total number
of students.  I can afford to offend them.  Besides, there are
actually some principles left in this politician, and you've done nothing to
warrant getting yanked out of a school where you are more or less happy and
doing well."


            "Thank
you, Minister."


            "Go
on and head to class," the minister said.  As David was about to
leave, the minister called out, "And, David?"


            "Yes,
sir?" he said, turning back.


            "Try
not to get caught when you get even with these bastards."  The
minister winked at him.


            "Yes,
sir.  If I were to ever consider getting even, I would certainly
try not to get caught."


            The
minister laughed, and waved David out of the room.


            David
let loose a huge sigh of relief as soon as he was outside.


            "So
what happened?" a voice asked, startling David.  He turned to see
Gwen and Devyn standing there.


            "Oh,
hey, you guys.  The minister seems to be a pretty cool guy.  He's not
going to override the dean."


            "So
they are letting you stay?" Devyn asked.


            "Yeah."


            "Good,"
she replied.


            "I
thought so," David replied.


            To
Devyn, Gwen said, "You're going to have to hustle to make it to class on
time."


            Devyn
nodded.  She said to David, "I'm glad you're staying."  She
gave him a very brief hug, and then darted off.


            Gwen
gave him a bigger hug after Devyn left.  "I'm glad you're staying,
too.  I was going to stage a protest if they tried to kick you out."


            "Thanks,
but that wouldn't have been a good idea.  No point in you getting in
trouble over me."


            "Oh,
bullshit there isn't.  There are principles involved."


            "Uh-huh. 
Let's just go to class, okay?"


            "All
right.  At least we don't have to run like a banshee's chasing us, like
Devyn just did."


            "I
didn't think Devyn was all that worried about how this turned out."


            "Well...
honestly, she was keeping me company.  I was worried about you."


            "Thanks,
Gwen.  I appreciate that."


            "Who
else is going to help me with potions class?" she asked, to break the
mushy mood.


            David
laughed, and the two proceeded to class.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            Once
the minister's decision was announced, David immediately noted a shift in the
ways in which he was being accosted.  The level of rock-throwing picked
back up to its original level the very next day.  He was morphed on two
consecutive days, until he started keeping his guard up constantly.


            He
was sitting in the lunch room, letting Jailla eat, when Gwen joined him.


            "Where's
Olissa?" she asked.


            "She
had a club get-together.  I think they're having a picnic or something."


            "Oh,
well, that's nice, I guess.  She could have invited you along."


            "She
did, actually.  But I see no reason to destroy her social standing by
showing up alongside her in public."


            Gwen
shook her head.  "You've got to know by now, David, that those of us
who are hanging around you don't give a crap what others think."


            "Either
that or you're gluttons for punishment."


            "What's
got you so down today?" Gwen asked.


            "It's
just... everything.  My head hurts from getting hit with rocks, I'm always
on edge, to prevent some asshole from morphing me into a ghost, and my trip to
Gorumshead the other day just proved to me that Sarah doesn't really like me
all that much."


            "Why,
what did she do?"


            "Nothing,
which is precisely the point."


            "Huh?"


            "Well,
when we went to town the first time we... uh... got intimate."  David
looked away, not able to look Gwen in the eyes.


            "Oh,"
she said, blushing.  "And this last time..."


            "Nothing. 
She was friendly, but not at all close.  Clearly, I was just another guy
for her."


            "Did
you really like her?"


            David
shrugged.  "It's not so much that I liked her as that I'd like to
have a steady girlfriend."


            After
a pause, Gwen asked, "What about Olissa?"


            David
shook his head.  "We've already had that conversation."


            "Oh."


            "Speaking
of boyfriends and girlfriends, this may be none of my business, but you and
Devyn seem to be awfully chummy lately..."


            Gwen
blushed crimson.  "Yeah."


            "Are
you and she...?"


            Gwen
nodded.


            "I
didn't realize that either of you were gay."


            "We're
both bi," she corrected.


            "Ah,"
David said, nodding.  "Well, like I said, none of my business. 
I was just curious."


            "No
problem."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
and Olissa were walking together to MagEc class.  Suddenly, they heard a
shout, and both of them stumbled to the ground.


            "Fuck,"
David cursed angrily.  Turning to Olissa, he asked, "Are you
okay?"


            "I
think so," she replied.  "Where'd Bispy go?"


            "I
think, to get revenge."  The two saw a boy running across the
terrace, screaming in terror, and Bisperion flew after him, hissing and
snapping his jaws.  Olissa chuckled briefly.


            As
the two got to their feet, she asked, "What the heck happened,
anyway?"


            "Bara
happened."


            "Huh?"


            "It's
a hex to cause someone to trip.  They started using that one on me instead
of the morphing, because I can't block it fast enough.  The spell's too
short."


            "Assholes,"
she muttered.  Raising her voice, she called out, "Come on,
Bispy!  He's had enough!"


            Bisperion
gave one last vicious snap, and then wheeled into the sky like any good dragon
must when leaving someone alive.  He glided back to Olissa and landed
lightly on her shoulder.


            "I'm
surprised Jailla didn't go after him," Olissa said.


            "Jailla
and I have grown used to the taunting.  He only gets angry when they
actually hit him with the rocks."


            "This
really sucks, David.  Why can't they just leave you alone?"


            David
shrugged.  "I guess that's no fun."


            "Hmph."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
was leaning against a tree, staring out at the ocean.  He was on the Dorm
level, at the very edge of the mountain.  He was only a couple feet from a
sheer drop to the ocean below.  He had taken to coming here when he wanted
to get away from things.  While people would regularly pass him - it was a
common place for people to walk to enjoy the view - they usually didn't bother
him.


            Today,
he saw, was likely to be an exception.  He heard voices to his left, and
looked to see Marcus and his friends coming over the bridge which spanned the
waterfall which spilled from the dorm moat down into the ocean.  Behind
them, he saw yet another group.  He thought it was strange to see two
groups clustered like that, and was sure it meant trouble.


            David
turned to look back out at the ocean, hoping that if he ignored Marcus, he
might get by with just a verbal taunt.  He could ignore those easily
enough.


            As
the group got closer, David heard them talking.


            Marcus
said, "...that damned Minister of Education.  The man's got no
balls.  He refuses to get rid of the bastards in our midst.  Did you
hear about Mannheim Academy?  They have a vampire now!  The
world is going to hell, and I tell you, if we don't stop it, the politicians
are just going to let it happen!"


            Marcus'
gang readily agreed with him.  David said nothing.  The group was
nearly to him now.


            "Well,
I'm not going to wait for these bastards to cause a real problem before taking
action."


            Another
said, "What are you going to do?"


            Marcus
said, "This."


            David
tensed, as they were right behind him now.  He was, however, unable to
withstand the heavy shove that Marcus gave him.  He was quickly over the
edge of the cliff and falling.


            "Shit,
Marcus!" one of the boys cried out.  "Let's go!" 
David heard the group run off as he fell faster and faster...


            And
was suddenly caught up short.  The air rushed out of his lungs, and he
slammed against the side of the cliff.


            Once
David had caught his breath and his bearings, he looked to see what had caught
him.  Wrapped around his waist was...


            Is
this a magical rope?  It feels like a vine...


            David
looked up to see that the thing wrapped around him was attached to a
tree.  It was one of the trees that were planted every two hundred feet or
so around the entire perimeter of each level of the school grounds.


            As
David was mulling this over, the tendril around his waist actually began to
shorten, pulling David upward, towards the top of the cliff.  As he got
closer, he saw faces looking down at him.  They were as startled as he
was.


            Once
David got closer, he recognized two faces.  One was Devyn.  The other
was Amanda, the girl from his Umbrasocius class.


            As
David reached the top of the cliff, he hugged the tree.  The vine that had
wrapped around his waist slowly shrank in diameter until it seemed to vanish
into thin air.


            "I've
never been happier to see a tree," David said.  Finally, he let go of
the tree, and turned to the others.


            "Are
you all right?" Amanda asked.


            "Thanks
to the tree, I am.  What are you guys doing here?"


            "We
were discussing our TEM class," Devyn explained, "when we heard
Marcus talking to his friends about 'doing something' about you, since the
Minister wasn't going to.  We felt it would be best to follow."


            "Are
you sure you're okay?" Amanda asked, reaching out to touch him, but
stopping just short.


            "Yeah,
I'm fine.  A little sore, but otherwise, I'm good.  Thanks for
asking."


            Amanda
smiled at him.  Devyn said, "Had it not been for the tree, this could
have been very bad.  I'm afraid we weren't close enough to stop him."


            David
shrugged.  "All's well that ends well, I suppose."  He
straightened out his clothes, which had gotten rather badly ruffled during the
fall.  "Thanks for following them, though.  I appreciate
that."


            Devyn
nodded.


            "You
should tell someone what that guy did!" Amanda said.


            "Did
you actually see him push me?" David asked.


            "Well,
no.  But..." she said.


            Devyn
said, "But his friends will say that David slipped of his own accord, and
they were running to get help.  It's David's word against all of
theirs.  While even the Dean will know that Marcus is lying, there's
nothing she can officially do about it."


            "That
sucks!" Amanda fumed.


            "Yeah,
it does," David replied.  "Anyway, you guys want to go get
dinner?"


            "I
thought you didn't need to eat," Devyn replied.


            "Physically,
I don't.  Mentally, it sometimes helps me calm down."


            "I
have to work on my TEM assignment," Devyn said.  "I will eat
later."


            "I'll
eat with you, David," Amanda said.


            As
the three were heading over to the nearest rock-stop, David asked, "What
the heck is TEM, anyway?"


            "Theory
of Elemental Manipulation," Devyn replied.  "It's the branch of
magic that allows you to control the physical elements of the world as... well,
as pieces, rather than as whole objects."


            "I'm
not sure I get it," David said.


            Amanda
said, "You're from Earth, right?"


            "Yeah..."


            "Did
you see The Last Airbender?"


            "Unfortunately..."


            "Elemental
Manipulation is a lot like being a bender.  It's a magic that allows you
to control air, or water, or the ground."


            "Oh,
okay."


            "What
is The Last Airbender?" Devyn asked.


            "You
don't want to know," David replied.


            Amanda
chuckled.  "Oh, come on.  It wasn't that bad."


            "Just
not my kind of thing, I guess."


            Amanda
nodded.  Devyn remained quiet, but still confused.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            The
next day, David was walking across the terrace when he was met with a slight pop!
and a small pixie before him.


            "David
Stroud?" she asked.


            "Yes,"
he replied.


            "Dean
Lengel would like to see you in her office."


            "On
my way," David said with a sigh.  He turned and headed for the
nearest rock-stop.


            As
David entered Beckett Hall, he thought to himself that he was spending an
inordinate amount of time in the administration building, and that he really
wished he could see less of the inside of this place.


            "Hello,
David," the secretary said to him when he walked in.  This was
something else that made him wince.  He didn't like that she recognized
him by sight.  "Go on in.  She's waiting for you."


            David
nodded, and then walked over and knocked on the door.  When he received
the expected invitation, he walked into the office.


            "David. 
Good to see you.  Please have a seat."


            David
sat, and looked at the dean.  He didn't really know what this was about, although
coming so soon after Marcus' stunt, he had a feeling this was to be the subject
of discussion.  He was right.


            "A
little birdie tells me that you had a rather nasty run-in with one of your
tormenters yesterday."


            "Which
little birdie was it this time?  I haven't told Penny about it yet."


            "Never
you mind.  It was someone who was concerned for your welfare.  What,
exactly, happened?"


            "I
was standing at the top of the cliff on the dorm level, by the waterfall,
looking out at the ocean, and Marcus pushed me off."


            Dean
Lengel paled.


            "If
it hadn't been for that... well, whatever is in that tree, I'd probably have
been in the hospital for weeks."  Overnight, David had convinced
himself that something must live in the tree.  Trees don't have tentacles,
after all.


            But
he was wrong.  "There's nothing in the tree, David.  It's called
a Sentinel Tree.  They're planted here to protect the grounds and the
students.  When someone falls off the cliff, as you did, the tree will
reach out and grab you.  Sometimes even two of them will be
involved.  We don't spread this information around because we don't want
the students testing the limits of the trees."


            "Makes
sense to me," David said.  "I'd always wondered how you got away
with no fences around things."


            "Fences
are ugly," the dean said with a smile.


            David
nodded.  "Anyway, the tree rescued me and pulled me back up."


            "Are
you hurt?"


            "Just
a little sore."


            Dean
Lengel sighed.  "David, you should have come to me right after this
happened."


            "What
for?"


            "What
do you mean, what for?"


            "There's
nothing you can do about it.  Marcus had three or four friends with
him.  They have all already rehearsed a story about how I slipped and
fell, I'm sure.  The two other people there, one of which probably told
you, weren't close enough to see what happened, so they're of no use as
witnesses.  There's no evidence at all that Marcus did anything."


            "Except
your words," the dean said.


            "Which
won't mean anything in any official way.  You know it and I know it. 
I'm not considered a 'reliable witness'."


            The
dean sighed again.  She hated that David was right.  "Still, you
should have let me know what was going on."  After a long pause, she
said, "So, what are you going to do about Marcus?  Clearly he is not
going to leave you alone."


            "Dean
Lengel!" David said in mock-offense, "How dare you suggest that I
would plot insult or injury to one of my fellow classmates!"


            The
dean chuckled.  "Okay, okay.  I know, you can't say anything to
me.  And David, remember, I won't look the other way if you do anything to
hurt him.  An eye for an eye doesn't fly.  Don't stoop to his
level."


            "Don't
worry, ma'am.  I won't push him off a cliff and run away."


            The
dean looked at him askance.  "That is somehow very unreassuring."


            "Sorry
about that."


            The
dean nodded.  "That's all for now.  I'm glad you're all
right."


            David
got up, said good day to the dean, and left.  He wondered what the whole
point of that had been.  Surely Devyn or Amanda had given her the story,
and he'd already heard her speech about not getting revenge on his
tormenters...


            She's
a principal.  They like repeating themselves. he thought to himself
with a chuckle.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Hello,
David.  What's in the backpack?" Penny asked him when he arrived at
the castle.  It was only moments before sundown.


            "Vengeance
supplies," he said with a slight grin.  Penny raised an eyebrow at
him.  "Penny, are there any rules for tonight that I need to know
about?  Things I'm supposed to do, or not supposed to do?"


            "Well,
don't do anything that will cause a backlash against us ghosts.  Other
than that, just enjoy yourself."


            "Um...
what danger is it if humans are upset at ghosts?  It's not like they can
do anything about it..."


            "They
can call in a demighost to hunt us," she said, and shivered.  "That
is why many ghosts won't like you, David.  You are a danger to us, if you
have a mind to be."


            David's
eyes widened.  "I didn't know that.  But why would I want to
hurt my own kind?"


            "We
are not your kind," Madame Barbonne said, not unkindly, as she came up
next to Penny.  "Though it heartens me, at least, that you think of
yourself that way."


            "Good
evening, Madame Barbonne," David said, bowing slightly.  She returned
the gesture.


            "Madame
Penelope, are you ready for the festivities?  Clearly our young friend is
well prepared."


            Penny
said, "Yes, quite.  It's almost time to get started, isn't it?"


            "Yes,
it is.  Come, Master David, into the Great Hall."


            David
followed along.  He whispered to Penny, "Master?"


            "It's
just a male honorific, like Madame is for women."


            "Oh. 
If you prefer to be called Penny, why do all the ghosts call you
Penelope?"


            "Because
they don't listen very well," Penny said with a sigh.


            "Oh,"
David said with a grin.  He would have given her a hug, but he was still
in human form.


            When
they entered the Great Hall, David saw dozens of ghosts waiting.  He tried
to move over, to lean against a wall out of the way, but Penny and Madame
Barbonne would not let him.  They both motioned him forward, and they
walked together all the way up to the front of the hall.


            "David
Stroud," the head ghost intoned.  "Welcome to the Night of
Haunting.  We are honored that you would join us."


            "I
wouldn't miss it," David replied.  "Thank you for inviting
me."


            "Please,
if you would come up and stand beside me."


            David
moved up onto the dais, and then quietly asked, "Should I fade now?"


            "No. 
You are to act as our official starter.  As a demighost, you will
naturally fade at sunset, correct?"


            "Yes."


            "So. 
When you fade, we know that the festivities are to begin.  All you have to
do is, well, stand there."


            "I
think I can manage that," David said with a grin.


            The
head ghost grinned back at him.  He then turned to the collected ghosts
and said, "Ladies and gentlemen, another year has passed.  It is now
time for us to take our revenge for those offensive slights, real or imagined,
that the human race has put upon us.  It is time for us to remind them
that we are here, and that, if we so choose, we can make their lives very
unpleasant.  But mostly, it is a night for us to have fun playing pranks
on those hapless living folk down at the school!"


            A
loud cheer went up from the crowd.  At that moment, David felt the tingle
of his transformation start.  He motioned to the head ghost, who
nodded.  As David's fade took hold and he changed, the head ghost cried
out, "Let the Night of Haunting begin!"


            The
ghosts rapidly left the hall, some fading to invisibility long before they
left.  David remained standing where he was while the chaos died down.


            "Thank
you for your help, David," the head ghost said.


            "Such
as it was," David replied with a smile.


            "Every
little bit, as they say."


            "I'm
sorry, sir, I didn't catch your name."


            The
man looked at him measuringly for a moment.  Then he replied, "I'm
not sure if I should be insulted or not."


            "I'm
sorry, I meant no offense."


            "No,
I'm sure you didn't... but that you don't know who I am without asking wounds
me.  Have they forgotten me at the school?  Do they not talk about me
at all?"


            "Well,
sir, without knowing who you are..." David said, indicating he still
didn't know.


            "I
am Lord Peter Woodward," the man said, and then stepped off the
dais.  While he was striding out of the hall, he cried out, "And I
will remind this school of my presence!"


            David
looked a little stricken.  He went and found Penny.  "I didn't
mean to upset him," he said after explaining things to her.  "I
didn't realize he was the lord of the castle!"


            Penny
smiled and waved her hand.  "Don't let him get to you.  He likes
to be overly theatrical these days.  Especially on the Night of
Haunting.  You just gave him an excuse.  Although, I must say, if
there isn't a prominent picture of him somewhere in the school..."


            "I
haven't seen one," David said.


            Penny
shook her head.  "That's not good."


-----


            As
David left the castle, he considered where to start.  He had a list of
about eight people he felt really needed a little payback for all they had done
to him over the last month and a half.  This was the best opportunity he
would have to get even with them, without getting in trouble.  While
people would certainly suspect he had done it, like their own pranks, no one
would be able to prove it.


            David
decided to start small and work his way up.  His ultimate goal for the
night, of course, was Marcus Savolar.  But he wanted to savor the
anticipation, so first he headed for the dorm room of one Dustin Kyler. 
Dustin was one of the rock-throwers, and he also seemed to be an agitator; he
liked to get other people riled up so they would throw rocks, as well.


            Finding
Dustin was not hard, as he was still in his dorm room.  He appeared like
he might actually be studying.  David doubted this, as it was a feast
night.


            David
took off his backpack, and set it silently on Dustin's bed.  Dustin saw
nothing, of course.  David pulled out from his backpack a balloon filled
with waste water from the greenhouse.  It was nasty, filthy, smelly stuff,
and the smell lingered on anything it touched.


            Quietly,
David muttered a charm to make the water in the balloon colder.  David had
learned this from Prof. Phillips, under the guise of wanting to 'correct' the
mistakes of the pixies in the cafeteria.  When he was finished, the water
was near freezing.


            David
felt around for his backpack straps - he still wasn't used to dealing with his
invisible belongings - and then slung his backpack on his back.  He hefted
the balloon in his hand, trying to get his aim just right.  He didn't want
to be too close; the last thing he wanted was this smelly water on him.


            Finally,
David launched the balloon, full force, at the back of Dustin's head.  The
invisible balloon hit Dustin squarely, and burst.  The most fun part for
David was that the balloon, and the water, remained invisible.  They would
do so, he had discovered, until either he faded back to solid, or until
sunrise.


            Meanwhile,
all Dustin knew was that a cold feeling washed over him, and the room was
suddenly filled with a foul stench.  Dustin pushed himself away from his
desk and went, "Ugh!"  The water dripped down him, but because
he couldn't see it, all he knew was that he suddenly felt cold and clammy. 
Only when the water started to drip onto one of his books did he realize what
had happened.


            "Goddamned
ghosts!" he shouted.  David walked through the walls and into the
hallway before laughing.


            On
to the next target.


-----


            David
had pranked six of the people on his list so far.  He had bombed one more
with a water balloon, hit two with a dye balloon, which would stain their
clothes and skin a horrid yellow-green color, once he became visible, and the
remaining two he had tripped repeatedly as they tried to walk down a hallway.


            Now,
he was on the last two.  The first was Marcus' friend Jayce Thrisko. 
He was the one David suspected of poisoning him with the apple muffin. 
Though clearly that idea had been a group effort, David remembered seeing Jayce
nearest the table, and so that earned him special retribution.


            David
had actually asked two of the other ghosts in the castle to help him with this,
and they had readily agreed.  The three of them made their way into
Jayce's dorm room, where they found him packing up something that looked
similar to David's own backpack, though its contents were probably different.


            David
picked up a book off a desk and threw it at Jayce.  It smacked him in the
back of the head, causing him to curse, and then to look around.  When he
did, David and the other two ghosts starting to moan loudly, and picked up
other objects in the room, causing them to "float" all over the
place.  When they were through with each object, they would hurl it at
Jayce, causing him to duck and jump out of the way.


            "What
the fuck is this shit?" Jayce asked.  "What the hell do you
want?"


            "Vengeance!"
David screamed in a voice that, thanks to another little spell, sounded nothing
like his own.  The other two ghosts ramped up their moaning to howls of
fury, and they picked up more objects, throwing them more quickly.  Jayce
was being pummeled by things he couldn't get out of the way of.


            "Jayce
Thrisko, you have angered the spirits of Woodward!  You must pay the
price!" David cried.


            At
this, the other two ghosts faded into visibility.  Their faces were
contorted with mock anger, their hands reaching for Jayce, as though to drag
him off to Hell.


            "No!"
Jayce screamed, and dodged the two ghosts.


            "You
cannot avoid your fate!" David cried.


            The
two ghosts turned and walked toward Jayce, moving inexorably toward him, right
through the furniture.


            "FUCK!"
Jayce screamed, and then he bolted, yanking the door open and fairly diving
through it, running down the hall in terror.


            When
the door clicked shut, David and his conspirators broke out laughing.


            "I
think he might have pissed his pants!" David said between guffaws.


            "That
was fun!" one of the ghosts said.  "I like your version of the
Night of Haunting!"


            When
they had settled down, David said, "Thanks, guys.  I appreciate the
help."


            The
two ghosts acknowledged his gratitude, and then they faded off to go have their
own fun... probably somewhat scarier fun than before, thanks to David.


-----


            David
entered the cafeteria about an hour later, to join the feast.  He was
dressed as a Rimohr.  He looked around, and only recognized his friends
because they were sitting in the spot they usually did.  He went over and
joined them.


            "Hey,
David," Gwen said.  She was dressed as a fairy princess. 
"You came as a cop?"


            "I'm
not familiar with much of anything else from Dugerra, unless you wanted me to
dress up as one of our teachers."


            The
group laughed at that.  Olissa, who was dressed as a scarecrow, said,
"You could have picked an Earth costume."


            "But
then poor Gwen here would never figure it out," David said, teasing Gwen.


            "Oh,
screw you," Gwen replied with a chuckle.


            Jim
soon joined them.  He was dressed in true Earth fashion.  He had come
as Darth Maul.


            "Jim,"
David said, "Didn't you know you were supposed to come in costume
tonight?"


            Olissa
and Gwen oohed at the joke.


            Jim
pulled out his light saber, and muttered a little spell.  It came to life,
and he waved it at David.  Of course, the spell was only an illusion, and
so it passed right through.


            "Nice
one," David admitted when Jim sat down.


            "So,"
Jim said after a pause, "How did your Evening of Revenge go?"


            "Pretty
good, but not perfect."


            "How
come?" Olissa asked.


            "I
never found Marcus, that son of a bitch."


            "What
were you going to do to him?" Jim asked.


            "Beat
the living shit out of him.  Invisibly, of course."


            "Oh,
of course!" Jim replied with a grin.


            "There's
always next year," Gwen said.


            David
looked at her seriously and said, "If you think I'm waiting until next
Halloween to get even with him, you don't know me very well."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            



















	
	
		



    
    
    

Chapter 6: November


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Ugh. 
Do you think I could have possibly gotten that potion more wrong?" Gwen
asked David as they were walking out of class.


            "Maybe. 
It didn't implode your cauldron, after all..." he chuckled while she
scowled at him.  "Don't worry about it.  I'm sure you'll-"


            "David?"
Prof. Stott called out just as they were about to walk out the door.


            The
three of them - Jim was with them, as well - turned to the teacher.


            "Yes,
ma'am?"


            "Could
I talk to you for a moment?"


            "Sure. 
Go on, guys.  I'll catch up with you later."


            "Don't
do anything I wouldn't do," Jim whispered to him.


            "What
wouldn't you do?" David whispered back with a grin.


            "I
wouldn't say no!" Jim hissed, and then left with Gwen.


            David
walked back over to Prof. Stott's desk.


            Prof.
Stott stood up and moved to her work table.  She had a cauldron there,
which had been bubbling throughout the class period.  "David, I know
you do well in my class, but do you enjoy it?"


            "Yes,
ma'am.  Potions is a lot like chemistry back home, and I loved
chemistry."


            Prof.
Stott nodded.  She sprinkled something into her cauldron, and then turned
back to him.  "As is my habit around this time each year, I am
inviting a small group of students to take part in an advanced potions class. 
I would like you to join that class.  It would be in addition to your
current class load, and would require extra work, but you would learn a great
deal more of potion making, faster."


            David
was a bit startled.  "Why me?"


            "I
teach six Potions classes.  I ask the best student from each one. 
You are far and away the best student in your class.  It doesn't hurt that
you've always shown an interest in my work, either." she said with a
smile.


            David
grinned back.  "When would the class happen?  I would need to
make sure it doesn't conflict with any of my other classes."


            "I
have already made sure of that.  By necessity, it will be an evening class
on Mondays and Fridays."


            "Only
twice a week?"


            "It's
not an 'official' class.  You will receive no grade for it, and so it also
doesn't follow the normal class schedule.  Don't feel obligated to join if
you don't want to.  This is an invitation, not a requirement."


            "No,
I want to.  I'm just a little stunned that you asked me, and I want to
make sure I understand everything."


            Prof.
Stott smiled at him.  "That's one of the things I've always liked
about you, David.  You make sure you know what you're doing."


            David
would have blushed if he could.  "When do classes start?"


            "This
evening at 8:00 p.m.  Can you make it?"


            "I'll
be here.  Uh, the class is here, right?"


            "Yes."


            "Okay. 
I'll be here.  And thank you, Professor, for inviting me."


            "My
pleasure, David.  See you tonight."


            David
hustled out of the room to go find his friends and share the good news.


-----


            As
David entered the cafeteria, he was bemused to see three of the maintenance
wizards trying to remove some tables from the ceiling of Byron Hall.  As
he turned to join his friends, his eyes also came across a large new portrait
on the wall.  Beneath it was a plaque that said, "Lord Peter Woodward
- Patriot, Wizard, Scholar".


            David
chuckled as he made his way over to his friends.  Well, he said he'd
remind us of his presence.


            David
sat down at the table with Jim and Gwen.  Before he could say anything to
them, the pixie popped in to take his lunch order.  He placed his order,
and the pixie went away.


            "So
what did Prof. Stott want?" Gwen asked.


            "And
did you give it to her?" Jim said with a leer.


            David
rolled his eyes at Jim.  "Just because all you think about is
sex, doesn't mean the rest of the world is perpetually horny, you
know."  To Gwen, he said, "She invited me to take part in an
advanced potions class."


            "Wow,"
Gwen said.  "My brother Jon was in the advanced class one
semester."


            "Was
it interesting?" David wanted to know.


            "He
wouldn't talk about it," Gwen said.  "He just told me not to
worry about it.  Probably because he knew I'd never be in the advanced
class," she grumped, pouting about her lack of performance in Potions.


            David
put his hand on her arm to show support.  "You can't be good at
everything, Gwen.  You're kicking butt in TEM, and you said your
Technomandy grade was one of the best."


            "I
know.  I just feel like I'm failing at Potions."


            "You're
not failing!  You have a passing grade.  Prof. Stott told you
that.  Do we need to take another day and go over stuff again?"


            "If
you have the time," she said.


            "Okay,
on Saturday, we'll take a study day."


            "Thanks,
David.  I don't know what I'd do without you."


            "Don't
worry about it."


-----


            When
David entered the classroom that evening, two other students were already
there.  They nodded to him, but didn't offer any further greeting. 
They weren't having a discussion amongst themselves, either.  Both of
them, in fact, were reading a book.


            Wizard
nerds.  Fascinating.


            Shortly
after he sat down, a fourth person came in.  After the other two nodded,
David said, "Hey."


            The
other guy came and sat next to him.  "Hey.  You have any idea
what we're going to learn in this class?"


            "Nope."


            "Still,
it's gotta be good, if she's not teaching it to the others."


            David
had to agree with that assessment.


            "Hey,
you're that demighost guy, aren't you?" the chatty boy asked.


            "Yeah,"
David said, disappointed.  He hardly wanted to be known as 'that demighost
guy'.


            "Man,
all I can say is I'm glad I'm not you."


            "Gee,
thanks."


            "I
mean with all the shit you've been getting.  I don't think I could put up
with it."


            David
shrugged.  "You get used to it, unfortunately."


            "I
guess, but I wouldn't want to."


            Just
then, Prof. Stott arrived, and the conversation ended.


            "Oh,
good.  You're all here already."


            "I
thought you said there were six," David objected.


            "The
other two are in my second-year class.  They meet at a separate time, as
they are learning even more advanced things than I will be teaching you
four."


            The
professor took off her coat and hung it on a hook on the wall.  This gave
all four of them a very nice view of her figure, which David tried to
ignore.  Prof. Stott walked to her chalkboard before starting to speak.


            "In
class, we have been learning specific potions for specific tasks.  These
are the safest potions, and the easiest to master.  However, it can be
quite a burden to try to carry around a hundred different potions to do what
you need to do, or worse, carry around all the ingredients you would need to
replicate any potion you might need.  You'd have to carry around my
stockroom, and that's heavy."


            All
four boys chuckled dutifully.


            "What
we are going to learn in this class are base potions.  These are potions
that, by themselves, do nothing.  Yet when you add one more ingredient,
they become full-fledged potions, and they will do different things depending
on what that ingredient is.  For instance," she said, pulling a vial
out of a desk drawer, "this is Sevat's Base.  It was, naturally
enough, invented by a wizard named Sevat.  If you add lavender to it, you
will get a sleeping potion.  If you add blazegrass instead, you end up
with a potion that will increase a person's speed.  On the other hand, if
you add an onion and heat it up, it becomes lunch."


            Once
again, the four boys laughed for her.


            "The
reason we don't teach base potions to everyone is that they are very
hard to make.  You must get them exactly right.  If you don't, the
resulting potions you make from them can have disastrous effects.  Sevat
lavender, for instance, made incorrectly, isn't a sleeping potion.  It can
become a petrifying potion.  Or worse.  Sevat blazegrass can cause a
person to spontaneously combust, if not properly concocted.  Because of
the precision involved, only the best potion-makers will ever master base
potions.  I'm hoping that, of the four of you, just one will be able to
make a solid base potion by the end of the semester.  Don't be discouraged
if you don't achieve it.  This is a very tough skill to master, and even
if you never manage it, the knowledge you gain here will help you later.


            "Now,
let's get started."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
awoke long before Jim did, and he tried to be quiet.  He dressed by the
light of his glowing orb clock, and then had to decide what to do with his
time.  It was five o'clock in the morning, and there was nothing to do
outside of his room.  He decided to attempt to get in some studying. 
He only hoped that he wouldn't wake Jim up with the light.


            Instead
of calling in a firefly - they were stationed in the hallway in case they were
needed - David decided to simply use a candle.  He tapped his wand to the
tip of the candle and whispered, "Chosina hono.'  A tiny flame
sprouted from his wand, and  the candle was lit.  He pulled his wand
away and said, "Peractus," which put out the flame on his wand. 
Now, with some light to work by, he opened up his Charms and Hexes book, to see
if he could find something about wand control.  His visit with Mr.
Wormwood had not been terribly helpful, because while Mr. Wormwood was a master
at making wands, he was not all that gifted at using them.  His only
suggestion was to remain calm while using the wand, and that was difficult to
do when David was worried about the outcome of the spell.


            After
an hour or so of study, Jim rolled over, waking up from his sleep.  He
mumbled, "What the hell are you doing up so early?"


            David
said, "Go back to sleep.  You're dreaming."


            "Mmph,"
Jim said, and lay back down on the bed.  After another twenty minutes,
though, he sat up.  "I can't go back to sleep.  It's too close
to time to get up.  How long have you been awake?"


            "About
an hour and a half."


            "And
you went to sleep after I did.  How do you function on that little
sleep?"


            "I've
been needing less and less of it lately."


            "Hmph. 
Must be nice.  All that extra study time.  Only, I'm worried you're
going to start keeping me up."


            "I
try to be quiet," David said defensively.


            "Yeah,
but you don't try to be dark.  I'm used to sleeping in a
pitch-black room."


            "Well,
it's really hard to read without some form of light."


            "Yeah,
well, it's really hard to sleep with it."


            David
sighed.


            Jim
said, "Look, let's just get our day going.  I need to
shower."  He walked over to the door and tried to open it.  The
doorknob turned, but the door wouldn't budge.


            "What
the hell?" he said.  "I can't get the door open."


            David
came over and tugged on it.  There was no moving the door.


            "Fuck. 
Some asshole's locked us in our own room!  I don't need this shit. 
I've gotta pee!"


            "Calm
down," David said.


            "Easy
for you to say.  You don't need to pee!"


            David
shook his head at Jim, and then he crossed his arms and faded to
invisibility.  He pushed himself through the wall, rather than through the
door, so that he could see what was on the other side.


            When
David was standing in the hallway, he found that three boys had rigged up a
rope and pulley, with one end of the rope tied to their doorknob, and the three
boys holding the other end.


            David
considered what he might do about this little problem.  The rope they were
using was tough; it would be hard to cut through, and it would take a while to
burn through.  That would be too obvious to the boys playing the prank.


            Getting
an idea, David moved over to stand in front of the boys.  They couldn't,
of course, see him, as he was invisible.  He pulled out his wand and
pointed it at their feet.  He didn't want this to do any serious harm.


            "Okina
hono ventus!" he shouted.  The boys didn't have time to react to
that however, and as he finished, a large ball of flame erupted from the tip of
his wand and it was carried by a magical wind in the direction David was
pointing.  The flames engulfed the feet of the three boys, setting the hem
of their robes on fire.  The three dropped the rope and screamed, running
down the hallway.


            David
laughed as he ended his spell and put away his wand.  He walked back to
his dorm room and then faded back to solidity.  He untied the rope and
opened the door, so Jim could get out and go to the bathroom.


            "What
was the problem?" Jim asked when he got back.


            "Some
assholes were holding the door closed with a rope."


            "What
did you do?"


            "Used
a flamethrower on them."


            "You
used hono ventus?"


            "Hey,
if they're going to teach it to me, I'm going to use it."


            Jim
laughed.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            As
David arrived outside Savage Hall, he was intercepted by someone he didn't
know.  David had come for the Magical Creatures Familiarization Seminar on
Equine Races, and he hoped that whoever this person was, they would not prevent
him from seeing the seminar.


            "David
Stroud, yes?" the man asked him.  David nodded.  "Ah,
good.  I am Prof. Josiah Schmidt.  I am the Animperium teacher
here.  Your roommate is Mr. Gillenham, is it not?"


            "Yes,
sir.  What can I do for you?"


            "I
was hoping you could assist me, actually."


            "How?"


            "Well,
you see, during these seminars, I like to allow interaction with the
creatures.  At least, as far as is safe.  Some creatures, of course,
it's simply not safe for people to get near.  The interaction helps people
to better understand the creatures."


            "Okay,
that makes good sense... but I don't see how I can help."


            "Well,
you see, one of the creatures we are demonstrating today is a kelpie.  Are
you at all familiar with kelpies?"


            "No,
sir.  I've not heard of them before."


            "Well,
it's a kind of horse that lives under water.  Normally, I have to forego
any interaction with the kelpie... but your presence gives me an opportunity to
safely demonstrate their dangerous nature.  Tell me, do you... breathe?"


            "Only
out of habit."  This was a question David had long ago answered for
himself.  He did, in fact, still breathe regularly, because his mind still
thought it needed to.  However, he was capable of intentionally holding
his breath indefinitely.


            "So
being underwater for a long time..."


            "Would
not hurt me."


            "Excellent. 
I would like you to ride the kelpie for me.  No one else here could safely
do it.  You, however, can.  All you will need to do is hold your breath,
and you will be perfectly safe.  Will you assist me?"


            "Okay,
sure."


            "Thank
you.  Come this way."


            Prof.
Schmidt led him over toward the river.  David had wondered why the
demonstration was so close to the water, since the seminar was for equine species. 
Along the way, they saw a centaur, and...


            "Is
that a horse ghost?" David asked.


            "Pardon?"
Prof. Schmidt asked.


            David
pointed.  "Over there.  It looks like... well, it looks kind of like
a pegasus, only colored funny, and its eyes are glowing blue.  And it's...
well, a ghost."


            "Ah,
so she came!" Prof. Schmidt said excitedly.  To David, he said,
"It is a havaghora.  They are ridden by the banshees."


            "Okay,
I know the word banshee... not in any way that I'd be excited to see one,
though..."


            "You're
from Earth, aren't you?"


            David
nodded ruefully, fully aware how common this question was becoming in his life.


            "A
banshee is a spirit... not a ghost, let me make that clear.  They never
had a human body.  They are the messengers between worlds, and also they
act as a guide for the newly deceased into Haven."


            "Wait...
why didn't I see one, then?"


            "Because
Haven is not your new home.  You may freely travel wherever you
wish."


            "That
is not the reason we weren't there," a female voice suddenly said
from behind them.  They both whipped around, to see a woman standing
before them in tunic and hooded cloak.  David found her strangely
attractive, even though her eyes glowed the same bright blue as the
havaghora's, and her hair was shaded from black to blue at its tips.


            "It
isn't?" Prof. Schmidt asked.  "I had just assumed..."


            "You
know what assuming does, Professor."  To David, the woman held out
her hand to shake.  David shook it, and found her touch very cold, but not
clammy.  "My name is Gabriel."  She waited for the obvious
connection to be made.  When she saw it in his eyes, she nodded. 
"I have been... borrowed."


            David
nodded with a smile.  "So, you're a, a banshee?"


            "Yes. 
I know what you think a banshee is.  We're not.  We are merely
messengers.  We move from Earth, to Haven, to Dugerra, and back.  We
deliver important messages.  And, when someone dies, we are there to
escort them into Haven, so that they are not afraid of their passage."


            "So...
why wasn't a banshee there when I died?"


            "Because
someone else was.  Your crossing over, different as it was, was handled by
the person who caused it.  A banshee wasn't needed.  There are only
so many of us; we don't go where we're not needed."


            David
thought for a second.  "Professor, you can't see the havaghora, can
you?"


            "No,
he can't," Gabriel answered for him.  "To answer the question
you are pondering, you can see her because you are also a spirit, of
sorts.  When the time comes, I will make her visible, so that everyone can
see her.  Until then, she is happier as a specter."


            David
nodded.


            "Well,
this is all very enlightening," Prof. Schmidt said, "but we do have a
seminar to get on with.  Gabriel, I'm very glad you could make it. 
If you'll just wait over with..."


            "Persyon,"
she said.  "If you're talking about my havaghora."


            "Yes,
I was.  If you'll wait with her, I'll try to put you near the beginning of
the seminar, so we don't take up too much of your time."


            "I'd
appreciate that."


            "Come
on, David."


            "Nice
to meet you, Gabriel," he said.  She held out her hand again to shake
his, and he took it.


            "We'll
be seeing each other again, I'm quite sure," she told him with a smile
that was much warmer than her touch.


            David
followed Prof. Schmidt over toward the water.  While they walked, he
asked, "Gabriel seems to be in an awful hurry.  How come?"


            "Banshees
are very busy these days.  Too many people living in Earth. 
Actually, more to the point, too many people dying in Earth. 
They're stretched pretty thin."


            "Oh."


            "That's
why I didn't expect her to come.  I had asked, but she's so busy these
days..."


            "Right. 
Why does she have a boy's name?"


            "Gabriel
isn't a boy's name in the banshee race."


            "Oh."


            "Now,
there is the kelpie," Prof. Schmidt said, pointing to a horse in a
pen.  The horse dripped with water, and had some seaweed woven through its
mane.  For a brief moment, David swore the horse changed into a beautiful
woman.


            "Ignore
the illusion," the professor said.  "It's a lure.  He's
trying to get you to ride him.  Now, when the time comes, I'll let you
into the pen, and all you have to do is walk up and hop on.  He'll do the
rest."


            "He's
not going to try to eat me, is he?"


            "No. 
Now, come along, we should start the seminar."


            David
followed the professor over to where the crowd was gathered.  David moved
off to the side, clear of the crowd, but not standing near Prof. Schmidt. 
He didn't want to accidentally take any credit for the seminar.


            "Ladies
and gentleman," Prof. Schmidt started, "welcome to our first
familiarization seminar of the year.  This year, we've chosen to start
with the equine species.  Later on, well get to the felines, canines, and
so forth.


            "There
are various equine species that fall under the category of 'magical'.  Not
all of them are animals.  Our first equine species is as smart and
sentient as we are.  I speak, of course, of the centaur."


            The
centaur stepped forward, and waved to the audience.  Prof. Schmidt said,
"Welcome, Dubnin.  Would you care to introduce yourself?"


            As
David smacked himself for not recognizing the athlete earlier, Dubnin said,
"Good morning, Woodward Academy!  My name is Dubnin, and I am a
fairly typical centaur, of the Carmelina Breed.  We are not the only
breed, though we are the most common in this area of the world.


            "Centaurs
are magical creatures that came into being some thousands of years ago. 
When, exactly, is unknown.  What is known, or at least is believed, is
that a dragon was somehow involved.  That is why, in the crest of every
centaur breed, a dragon resides at its center.


            "Are
there any questions?" Dubnin asked.


            "How,
exactly, are you magical?  Are centaurs wizards?"


            "Some
of us are, yes.  But not very many.  We don't seem to have a good
knack for it.  No, centaurs are magical because of what we are: a
combination of human and equine features.  Our bodies function even though
they should not.  This happens because of magic."


            "Are
there any other questions?" Prof. Schmidt asked.  There were
none.  "In that case, let us thank Dubnin for taking the time to talk
with us today."


            As
the crowd applauded, Dubnin bowed and moved off to the side.  He walked
straight toward David, so it was clear he had something to say.


            "Hello
again," David said, as the centaur grew near.


            "Hello,"
Dubnin said with a smile.  "I have a message for you, from Giendia. 
When she found out I was coming here today, she asked me to invite you to watch
her compete in an archery tournament."


            "I'd
love to, if I can make it.  When is it?"


            "Next
month.  The first Saturday."


            "I
will do my best to be there.  Is it at the same place?"


            "Yes. 
I will tell her you will try to attend."


            "Thank
you."


            As
Dubnin walked away, and David pondered why the centaur girl wanted him to see
her compete, Prof. Schmidt continued with his seminar.


            "Now,
our next equine species is one that you will probably only see one other time
in your life.  Gabriel?  Could you come forth?"


            At
that, Gabriel and Persyon both faded into solidity and walked together over to
the professor.


            "This
is Gabriel.  She is a banshee.  I will let her tell you about her
friend."


            "Good
morning, students," Gabriel said softly.  "As Prof. Schmidt has
told you, I am a banshee.  I am a messenger between worlds, and a
caretaker of the dying.  In order that we banshees can get from place to
place, we were granted our own special mount.


            "This
is Persyon.  She is a havaghora.  She is a spirit, as am I.  The
banshee and the havaghora form a team; we do not ride just any available
mount.  I dare say if I rode anyone other than Persyon in anything less
than a dire emergency, she would never let me ride her again!"


            The
students chuckled dutifully.


            "Havaghora
are not dangerous to humans, and in fact, almost never interact with
them.  Their reason for existing is to wing the banshees from place to
place.  If you happen to see one... then I'm afraid you are probably
dying.  If, like now, you see one because we have made ourselves visible,
then it is because we have a message for you or someone near you.  Do not
fear the banshee, or the havaghora.  We are here to help."


            Prof.
Schmidt asked, "Does anyone have any questions for Gabriel?" 
There were none, so the professor said, "Thank you, Gabriel, for taking
the time out of your very busy schedule."


            Gabriel
nodded to the professor as the students applauded.  She then made a point to
turn toward David, and inclined her head to him, as well.  David responded
in kind, and then Gabriel and Persyon both faded to invisibility, to everyone
but David, who could still see them just fine, though he could tell the
difference between solid and insubstantial forms.


            "Now,
if we could all move over to the corral, we will continue our seminar by
talking about animals that you might actually encounter in your day to day
lives here in Dugerra.


            "Our
first one here is actually more for the native Dugerrans than for anyone from
Earth.  These creatures are somewhat rarer here than in Earth.  This
is a standard Arabian horse.  It is, in fact, a non-magical
creature.  I include it here because it is the base off which all of these
other equine species must have been brought forth, in some manner.  This
particular horse is a mare, and she is quite friendly.  If you would like,
you can come up and pet her.  Just stay away from her back end, and don't
be too harsh with your petting."


            For
several minutes, the professor allowed those who wanted to, to come touch the
horse.  He said her name was Sunshine, which seemed appropriate, as she
seemed very outgoing and friendly.


            Once
everyone who wanted to had had a turn, the professor continued. 
"Now, the next animal, you have to be familiar with, as it is the creature
that brought you here to the school.  This is, of course, a pegasus. 
Because the plural of pegasus is such an ugly word to say, we shortened their
name, informally, to peg.  Also, the male and female pegs have
different names, as is common with all species.  A female peg is still a
peg.  A male peg is known as a winnie.  The native range of the pegs
occurs in an area of Vrudena, just northwest of the Five Lakes area.  They
were... voluntarily domesticated about two thousand years ago."


            "Voluntarily
domesticated?" someone asked.


            "Much
like the wolf, in Earth, became the dog, the wild pegasus chose to befriend man
for mutual benefit.  It was a time of hardship for the pegs, and they
turned to man as a food source, providing him with transport as a means to continue
being fed.  It was several decades before the pegs' native range was once
again truly fertile, but by then, the pegs and the humans had established a
friendly relationship."


            "By
which you mean we enslaved them and they can't get away," a girl
proclaimed disgustedly from the audience.


            "Young
lady, the animal has wings.  If it wanted to leave this pen, it
could have done so at any time whatsoever.  There is no containment charm
holding it in place, no homing spell placed upon it.  We do not abuse the
animals here.  Whenever we ask the pegs to carry a load, we always add at
least one extra peg to haul the load than we think we need.  We treat
these animals as friends, and we hope they think of us the same way. 
Abusing an animal in Dugerra is a serious offense, and I dare say, as you are
clearly from Earth, if you were to accuse someone in public of what you just
accused us of, you could be seriously injured.


            "Now,
moving along," the professor said, visibly struggling to regain his
composure.  David wondered how much of that rant was truth, and how much
was idealization of the place he lived.  David had to admit, though, that
if the pegasus was being mistreated, it had every opportunity to leave.


            "This
next creature is one you need to be careful around.  Should you offend it,
the consequences can be rather nasty.  The unicorn, you see, has the
ability to cast certain spells.  It uses its horn as a wand.  The
spells are limited in number, but can be quite strong, and very hard to provide
counter-curses for.


            "This
fellow's name is Shapniegh.  He is full-grown, but a bit small for his
species.  Your average adult male unicorn will be about a quarter larger
than a typical horse.  Your average adult female, about the same size as a
horse, just slightly larger.  Please note that unicorns are neither tame,
nor domesticated.  Shapniegh is here by agreement.  Unicorns are
intelligent, in their own way, and they can understand our intent quite
clearly.  They have been known to help man from time to time, for reasons
of their own understanding.  They have also been known to harm those who
offend or try to hurt them.


            "If
you feel brave enough, you may come up and pet him.  Be gentle, however,
as he can get a bit cranky."


            "You'd
be cranky, too, if you were kept in a jail," the same girl objected.


            "Young
lady, this is no jail.  You seem to be laboring under some preconceived
notion that we captured Shapniegh.  We asked him to come, and he
agreed.  There was no rope or net or any other capturing device
used.  He walked with us back to the school.  The pen is not to keep
him in.  It is to keep you out.  He could easily leap this
fence without a thought.  The stables in which he is kept are not closed
off.  This is far more like a hotel to him than a jail.  As soon as
today's seminar is over, we will take Shapniegh back to his home.  The
only reason we will even accompany him on that journey is so that we can assure
ourselves that he arrives safely.


            "What
is your name?" he asked the girl.


            "Michelle
Byrne," the girl said.


            "It
is a good idea, Miss Byrne, to get one's facts straight before one starts
hurling accusations at people.  As you clearly have no clear understanding
of the facts of the history of Dugerra and its animals, I would suggest you
take a History class."


            The
girl huffed and walked off, and the professor waited for everyone to have a
chance to pet the unicorn, who, by the end of it was getting somewhat
annoyed.  He trotted off to lie in the shade when everyone moved on.


            The
professor led the group over to the water.  David figured it was his turn,
but they did not go to the pen where the kelpie was located.  The
professor took out his wand, pointed it at the water, and cast a spell. 
It sent a burst of light into the water, where it flashed and sparkled briefly.


            "I
had to call our next equine to the surface, so you could see him.  He
lives entirely in the water, and will only occasionally drag himself out onto
the shore to get some sun."


            The
creature in question did just that.  It put its front hooves onto a rock
on the bank of the river, and it heaved itself up out of the water,
demonstrating its fish-like tail end.  It then slowly settled onto the
rock, looking up at the students and enjoying the sun.


            "This
is a hippocampus.  Half horse, half fish.  They are caretakers of
rivers and streams.  They maintain the plant life, with the aid of some
fairies, of course, and they also keep an eye on the balance of fish life.


            "As
a human, you have nothing to fear from a hippocampus, unless you are trying to
harm his river.  If you do that, you may find that you have made a rather
nasty enemy.  They do not like to have lots of people around them,
however, so we won't be petting him today.  If, however, you encounter one
in the wild that is willing to come close enough, feel free to pet it and say
hello.


            "Now,
for our last magical creature."  Prof. Schmidt guided the class over
to the kelpie's pen.  "This is a water elemental.  It is known
as a kelpie.  It takes the guise of a horse.  Kelpies are
dangerous.  They aren't actually trying to be harmful, however, and if you
simply leave one alone, it will not attack you or chase you.  It will,
however, try to entice you by projecting the image of a beautiful man or woman.


            "Kelpies,
you see, love to be ridden.  This would be all well and good, if only they
did not wish to be ridden underwater.  It is this caveat that
causes them to be a danger to people, as once you climb on the kelpie, you
cannot climb off it again until it has submerged you in the water and run its
course.


            "While
I cannot let any of you near the animal, I wanted to show you that they are not
evil creatures.  A bit mischievous, but then, what elemental isn't? 
David, if you would."


            David
climbed over the fence and into the pen with the kelpie.  The kelpie
turned eagerly to face him, shaking his mane and prancing slightly.


            "Mr.
Stroud, being what he is, is in no danger from the kelpie.  That is why I
have asked him to demonstrate what happens when someone gets onto a kelpie's
back."


            David
approached the animal slowly, and it waited as calmly as it could for him to arrive. 
Once there, it nudged him, and David put his hands up on the animal, and then
jumped as hard as he could to get up onto the creature's back.  Once he
was situated, he found that his hands would no longer pull away from the
animal's skin, and his legs were likewise glued in place.  If he had not
been warned ahead of time, he would be somewhat panicked.


            When
the kelpie took off at a dead run and leapt the fence, David decided that a
little panic wasn't a bad idea after all.  As the animal hit the water,
however, David did remember to stop breathing.


            The
creature bolted down the river bottom until he and David were completely
submerged.  It then turned and ran along the river, running flat
out.  This wasn't as fast as a real horse on land, but it was plenty fast
enough to make David wince as the plants rushed by.


            Up
and down the river the kelpie ran.  David could clearly feel the creature's
happiness.  It was almost giddy with delight.  After several minutes,
however, it seemed the animal had tired itself out.  It slowed to a stop,
and David found that he could easily slip off the animal now.


            David
floated off the kelpie's back, and then patted it on the neck before swimming
to the surface of the river.  He was rather surprised to find that he was
in the same exact place that they had entered the water.  He walked up out
of the river to some applause.  David did not take a bow.


            As
David approached the professor, Prof. Schmidt pulled out his wand and with a
little flourish, intoned, "castite thate".  Immediately,
all of David's clothes, and his hair, were completely bone dry.  David
smiled his thanks at the teacher.


            "Thank
you, David, for your help with the demonstration.  As you can see, Mr.
Stroud returned completely unhurt.  Of course, this is only possible
because he does not need to breathe.  He was under for longer than anyone
could hold their breath, and this is the danger of the kelpie.  Do not
approach them.  Certainly, do not ride them.  Unless, that is, you
wish a watery grave.


            "Well,
unless there are further questions?"  There were none. 
"Then that concludes this Magical Creatures Familiarization seminar. 
I hope you have all learned something, and have a good day."


            As
the group disbanded, Prof. Schmidt turned to David.  "There were no
problems, were there?"


            "Nope. 
He just ran up and down the river until he got tired."


            "Kelpies
do not get tired, David," the professor said with a grin.  "He'd
simply had enough fun for the time being.  Thank you again for your
help.  It was a much better demonstration than me just talking about
it."


            "Sure
thing, Professor.  Glad to help out."


            "Good
day to you," Prof. Schmidt said, and walked off.


            David
turned to go, and found both Olissa and Jim waiting for him.  He had not
known Olissa was at the seminar.


            "What
was that like?" Olissa asked.


            "Incredible,
really.  If you're not worrying about dying, it's actually quite
fun."


            "Lucky
bastard," Jim said with a grin.


            "C'mon,
let's go get lunch," David said.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            


            As
David emerged from the dorm onto the rock-loading platform, he got his first
glimpse of snow for the year.  It wasn't much; perhaps an inch had fallen
overnight.  The wind whipped his coat open, which reminded him that, while
his coat could keep out the cold, it didn't work very well if you let in the
wind.  He closed up his coat and was grateful for the warmth.


            David
made his way over to Beckett Hall.  He needed to speak with someone,
although he wasn't at all sure who.  He decided a trip to Housing was
probably his best bet.


            "Good
morning, can I help you?" the young woman asked.  Her name was
Sylvia, and David had seen her before, when he had come with Olissa to talk
about her room assignment.


            "Hi,
Sylvia.  I'm not sure if you're the right one to talk to or not, but I
need to speak with someone about some... uh... special accommodations within my
dorm room."


            "Oh. 
Well, I'm probably the one you need to speak with.  What seems to be the
problem?"


            "Well,
you see, I seem to be needing less and less sleep lately.  Right now, I'm
down to a little under five hours a day.  I can't seem to sleep for longer
than that.  The problem is, I keep waking up my roommate when I try to
study while he's asleep."


            "Oh,
I see.  That could be a bit of an issue.  Do you want to move to a
new room?  Maybe someone else would be less bothered by your
actions."


            Just
then, the dean walked in.  David was unnerved.  She had an uncanny habit
of showing up when he had an issue.


            "Well,
honestly, I think you'd be hard-pressed to find me another roommate.  Jim
and I get along okay.  I just don't want to be keeping him up at
night."


            "Hmm. 
What would you suggest?" Sylvia asked.


            "Well,
what he wants is to sleep in pitch-black darkness.  Isn't there a way we
can manage that?"


            "I'm
not sure..." Sylvia said, thinking.


            "Where
do you each sleep within the room?" Dean Lengel asked.


            David
turned to her.  "Jim sleeps by the window.  I sleep by the door. 
Steve slept in the middle, until he left."


            Dean
Lengel nodded.  "Perhaps a heavy drape, then.  Something that
could be drawn across the room at night, so that what you were doing would not
disturb him."


            David
nodded.  "That would probably work.  I'm sure the little crack
of light at the top wouldn't bother him."


            "But
Dean Lengel, there is no rod for a drape in the room.  We would have to
install one," Sylvia objected.


            "So
we'll install one.  This is an accommodation issue, Sylvia.  We are
required to do what is necessary.  Besides, it's an easy fix, and though I
am loathe to admit it, David's right: finding him another roommate would be
difficult, at best."  Turning to David, she said, "We'll get it
installed sometime today."


            "Thank
you, ma'am.  I've woken him up several times over the last week, and the
discussions are getting unpleasant."


            "I
can imagine."


            "Thank
you both.  Have a good day."


            The
two women wished him well, and he went about his way, feeling better about that
situation.  Certainly the drape should be enough to allow Jim to sleep.


-----


            "Hey,
David," Amanda said to him as she caught up to him while he was walking
across the terrace.  He had just come from his Metamorphosis class, and he
didn't have anything to do for a while, so he was in no hurry.


            "Hey,
Amanda, what's up?"


            "How
did you do on your Umbra midterm?"  She was referring to their
mid-term exam in Umbrasocius class.


            "Okay,
I guess.  I got an 84."


            "That's
better than mine.  I'm kind of worried about the final next month. 
Any chance you could help me study for it?"


            David
smiled.  "An awful lot of people ask me to help them study. 
Seems strange, given my grades."


            Amanda
grinned at him.


            "But
yeah, I'll be glad to help.  You want to meet in one of our dorm rooms, or
the library?"


            "Well,
we can't do it in my dorm room.  One of my roommates hates you. 
Sorry."  David waved this off.  "So... how about the
library?"


            David
nodded.  "Okay.  I can't do it tonight, I have a class. 
How about tomorrow afternoon... oh, shit, can't tomorrow afternoon... how about
tomorrow evening?"


            "Okay. 
What have you got going tomorrow afternoon?"


            "I
have to help someone study."  David rolled his eyes theatrically, but
grinned.


            Amanda
chuckled.


            Suddenly,
both of them went face-first into the snow.


            "Shit!"
Amanda cursed.


            David
just sighed heavily as he rose to his feet, then helped Amanda up. 
"You okay?"


            "Yeah,"
she said, dusting herself off.  "Just pissed off.  What the hell
happened?"


            "Bara
again."


            Amanda
frowned.  "Dean Lengel really needs to do something..."


            "Like
what?  Forbid people from casting spells?  That wouldn't work very
well..."


            "No,
but she could forbid bara..."


            "Anything
like that just impinges on the ability of the school to function.  I'm
just stuck living with it until they get bored."


            "I
suppose.  But I don't like it.  Good afternoon, Professor Rutherford,"
Amanda said suddenly, as a teacher approached with a child in tow.


            "Good
afternoon," the professor said.  It was a middle-aged female
professor that David was not familiar with.  "Excuse me, Mr.
Stroud.  I hate to disturb you, especially after what just occurred,
but... my daughter insisted."


            The
child in question was clinging to her mother's coat, half-hiding behind
it.  She looked to be no older than six or seven.  There were quite a
few children running around the school grounds, the family members of the
school staff.  David had never really paid them any attention, however.


            "It's
not a problem, Professor.  What can I do for you?" he asked the
little girl.


            "Are
you really a... a ghost?" the girl asked.


            David
smiled tolerantly at the child.  Curiosity, he could handle. 
"Sort of," he replied.  "I'm a demighost.  It's a
special kind of ghost."


            "Can
you really," the girl said, then whispered, "go invisible?"


            David
grinned.  He crossed his arms, bowed his head, and exhaled sharply. 
Suddenly, he faded right out of existence.  Then he reached out and
fluffed the girl's hair.


            The
girl squeaked in surprise, and a bit of fright mixed with glee.


            David
faded back to solidity.  "What'd you think?" he asked the girl.


            "Neat!"
she said.  David smiled at her.


            "What
do we say to the man?" Prof. Rutherford prompted her child.


            "Thank
you, Mr. Stroud."


            "You're
welcome," he said.  "And thank you for having the courage to
ask."  David looked at the professor, who smiled at him and nodded.


            "Come
on, Lyssa.  It's time for your homework."


            As
Amanda and David returned to walking, Amanda said, "You handled that
really well.  I kind of thought you'd be annoyed."


            David
shook his head.  "Luckily, the kids who live here have never gotten
on the anti-demighost bandwagon.  I'm perfectly okay with people being
curious.  It's the hostility I don't appreciate."


            "I
think I can understand that.  Do you have more class today?"


            "Yeah. 
History at four."


            "Boring,"
Amanda opined.


            David
smiled.  "Not to me, but to each his own."


            "Well,
I'll talk to you later.  I've got to go do some more studying."


            "Okay. 
See you tomorrow," David said.


            "Yeah. 
Thanks for that."


            "No
problem."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "All
right, now that the roll has been taken...  Today we are going to start
with a new section.  Up until now, we've been going over basic Civics
information, to help you as a magical citizen of either Earth or Dugerra, but
mainly Earth.


            "Today,
we are going to begin a brief tour of early Callamandian history.  This
will take up the majority of the remainder of the semester.


            "Records
are sketchy about the settlement of the original nation known as
Callamandia.  No one seems to have been keeping track.  What is known
is that the original northern border of Callamandia was much farther south than
it is today.  It would have been around the area of Cormatsen, or what in
Earth would be roughly the southern border of Tennessee.  I use this reference
as I know many of you are from Earth, and are still more familiar with those
places.  I will slowly stop doing this as you attend more of my classes.


            "The
area currently known as Northern Callamandia was originally part of Vrudena,
what many call The Were Nation.  Callamandia was growing in population,
however, and soon the king at the time felt that he needed more room, so his
people could spread out and be less crowded."


            At
this point, someone interrupted.  "Just how crowded was it,
Professor?  I mean, there really aren't a lot of people here..."


            "It
depends on whose standards you are using," Prof. Gardner replied. 
"By Earth standards, it wasn't crowded here.  However, the Dugerrans
had grown used to being spread out, and so they didn't like losing their elbow
room.  Senesty is a result of the original size of Callamandia.  It
is one of the only remaining cities from that time.


            "To
continue, the king sent envoys to the three neighboring nations: Vrudena,
Gtharsis, and Mirelia.  He asked to purchase land from each of these
nations along their border with Callamandia.  Gtharsis and Mirelia agreed
in principle, and over the next year or so, agreements were reached.


            "Vrudena,
however, rejected the proposal outright, and in fact, returned a warning instead. 
They made clear that any incursion into Vrudenan territory would be met with a
fierce attack.


            "While
this seems a reasonable warning to us now, the king then took supreme offense
to being admonished in this manner.  He assembled his army and marched on
the Vrudenan border.


            "We
will go into much more detail about the first Were War in our next class. 
For now, I will tell you that it lasted ten years, and ended up with
Callamandia being even larger than it currently is.


            "After
the war, there was much anger in Vrudena, and cross-border attacks were
common.  The weres would come and kill half a village, and then the king's
army would cross and kill an entire were settlement.  This would go on and
on.


            "Ultimately,
in 843, Vrudena had had enough.  They assembled their forces and attacked
en masse into Northern Callamandia.  This was the Second Were War, the one
that Flo told us about on our trip to the museum.


            "The
Second Were War lasted for almost forty years, and most would say it was a
Callamandian victory.  Truthfully, it was something of a stalemate, and
the treaty which ended the war in fact gave back some territory to
Vrudena.  Although several following treaties have had land passing back
and forth between the nations, Callamandia looked largely as it does today
after the end of that war.


            "There
have been skirmishes between Vrudena and Callamandia since, but both nations
have taken great pains to avoid all-out war since then.  The peace has
held for over a millennium now."


            "Professor...
why did the Vrudenans threaten the king?  I mean, that's what started it
all..."


            "To
them, it wasn't really a threat.  It was a statement of sovereignty. 
Weres, especially werewolves, which are the predominant race in Vrudena, are an
aggressive people.  They are direct with their communication, and they
don't hide their strengths or their intentions.  When they sent their
message back to the king, they weren't saying, 'We're coming for you.' 
They were saying, 'Leave us be, or there will be a price to pay.'


            "In
all honesty, King Olack overreacted to the situation, and started the war for
no good reason.  He was offended, and that's all any king has ever needed
to send wizards off to war.  Luckily for us, our current king seems to be
a little more level-headed."


            "So,
we live in stolen territory?" a girl asked.


            "All
land is stolen from somebody or something," the professor said. 
"Really, people don't own land, the land owns itself.  We squabble
over who gets to benefit from the land.  In a strictly legal sense, the
land isn't stolen, because the Vrudenans signed it over to us in the
treaty."


            "But
they were coerced into signing the treaty," Another student
objected.  "It was either sign the treaty, or continue to get
killed."


            "Yes,
that is the nature of warfare," the professor agreed.  "But they
did have the choice.  They chose to stop the war rather than continue
losing their citizens.  I'm sure that, had the war been going the other
way, the king would eventually have done exactly the same thing, and Callamandia
would be very much smaller than it is."


            "How
was Callamandia able to take enough land from the weres to double its size,
nearly?"


            "Ah,
now that's a good question, and one that we will go into tomorrow.  For
the rest of today, we are going to discuss your test results from last
week."


            The
class groaned.  The test had not been an easy one, and no one had done
well on it.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "You
need to put this into the mixture literally one drop at a time.  You will
then stir it for at least half a minute.  If it grows cloudy, you will
know that you have enough.  If it does not, then you will add another
drop, and repeat.  Making base potions is an exercise in patience and
perseverance."


            "How
cloudy will it get?" Bill asked.  Bill was the student who had spoken
with David.  David was still unsure of the names of the other two members
of his advanced potions class.  They didn't seem to speak to anyone very
much, even Prof. Stott.   


            "Like
tea with milk in it.  It will be completely opaque.  At this step, at
least, there is no ambiguity.  Do be careful to control your drop size,
however.  It is very easy to put in too much, and there is no way to tell
at this step if you have too much, only too little."


            David
carefully followed the professor's instructions.  He ended up putting in
eight drops of hornthistle extract before the mixture turned a cloudy green
color.  He continued to stir it until the professor came over to see his
work.


            "Good,
David.  It looks like you have enough.  You'll need to keep it boiling
now for at least twenty minutes.  But not a heavy boil; just enough to
keep it bubbling.  And keep stirring."


            "Yes,
ma'am," David replied, stirring his potion diligently.


            One
of the other students, David thought his name was Gary, but was unsure, said,
"Prof. Stott, I've now added twenty drops of this stuff, and it's still
not cloudy."


            "Twenty
drops sounds like way too many.  Let me see the size of your
drops."  She watched him put in another drop, and then said,
"Yes, twenty times that would be far too much.  Let me see your
potion."  Gary stepped aside, and she stirred the potion, muttering
something quietly over it.  It bubbled, and then the bubble burst with a
loud pop.


            "You
made an error in step three last week.  You'll have to start over. 
This is dangerously useless.  Dump it into the sink."


            "Isn't
that dangerous, Professor?" David asked.  "Putting it
into a plain old sink?"


            Prof.
Stott smiled.  "It would be, yes, but this is not a plain old
sink.  This one goes to a place where anything dumped down it will be
magically neutralized before being further 'flushed'."


            "Oh. 
Um, what are we supposed to do with mistakes when we're finally making potions
on our own?  If dumping them down the drain isn't safe, then..."


            "I
will cover that in class long before you are supposed to be making anything on
your own." she said with a smile.


            "Okay."


            After
a while, Prof. Stott came back to David's table.  "Okay, I think you
can proceed now.  You need to add the sprig of dragonweed.  Make sure
your sprig only has four little branches on it, no more."


            "Do
even the shortest little ones count?"


            "Pull
those off.  It makes the decision easier." she said.


            David
did as instructed, and held it up for her inspection.  "Does this
look right?"


            "Yes. 
Now, keep stirring with one hand as you crush it and let the pieces drop into
the cauldron with your other hand.  It is a bit tricky if you're not used
to doing it."


            David
crushed the weed in his left hand, pieces floating down into his potion. 
He kept stirring until the plant was all floating on top of his potion.


            "Now
what?  It's just sitting there."


            "Keep
stirring until it melts.  When it does, call me."


            "Okay."


            For
another twenty minutes, David stirred his cauldron.  Gary had actually
already left, as he didn't want to start his potion over tonight.  Bill
was still working on his, though he was a few steps behind David, since Bill'd
had to start over once already.  Finally, seemingly all at once, the
dragonweed pieces dissolved into the potion that David was making.


            "Professor?"
David called out quietly.  There was no need to shout, with only four of
them in the room.


            Professor
Stott came over and looked in the cauldron.  "Give it a good solid
stir for me," she ordered.  David did.  Prof. Stott watched it
swirl, and she said, "Well, you're done."


            "What
do you mean, done?"


            "I
mean that's the last step of Sevat's Base.  Of course, now we need to find
out if you've done it correctly."  She took a vial down from a shelf,
and came back.  Using her wand and a magic charm, Prof. Stott ushered the
still-hot liquid into the vial.  Holding it gingerly, she walked back to
her work table, with David following her.


            The
professor pulled a long glass dropper out of a flask of liquid, and put one
small drop into the vial with David's potion.  The potion immediately
turned a bright red, and then slowly went black.


            "What
does that mean?" David asked with dread.


            "It
means you didn't get it quite right," she confirmed for him.  "I
would guess you made a mistake on step five.  Your measurement needs to be
absolutely precise for that step, and watching you work, it's the only place I
can think you would have goofed.  Not that you're not careful with your
measures," she said quickly, not wanting to give the wrong
impression.  "If you weren't, you'd have messed up long before step
five.  It's just that step five is so critically important to get
exact.  This is the one most important skill you'll need to master for
potion making: measuring with precision."  She saw the dejected look
on David's face.  "What's wrong?"


            David
sighed.  "I just wasted two weeks on something that didn't
work."


            "Nonsense. 
Granted, the potion doesn't work, but the time wasn't wasted.  You got in
some good practice, and you've learned quite a few things in those weeks. 
I warned you that you weren't likely to get it right on the first few
tries."


            "I
know," he said.  "Thanks, Professor."  He looked at
the clock on her desk.  "I don't really have time to start over
tonight, do I?"


            "No. 
Clean out your cauldron, and then call it a night.  You can start fresh on
Monday."


            "Thanks,
Prof. Stott."


            "Don't
worry about it.  And don't beat yourself up over it.  I have a
feeling you'll get it right eventually."


            David
smiled in thanks for the encouragement, then trudged his way over to clean his
cauldron.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            



















	
	
		



    
    
    

Chapter 7: December


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Why,
exactly, are we back here?" Sarah asked impatiently.


            "Well,
you're here because I'm here, and I'm not allowed to be here unless you're
here.  I'm here because Giendia invited me."


            "Who's
Giendia?"


            "She
was the younger centaur I was talking to at the Games in October."


            "Oh. 
What, are you gonna date a centaur or something?"


            David
rolled his eyes.  "She asked me to come.  I had nothing else to
do today, other than study, so I came.  It's a fairly simple courtesy. 
I'm not really sure why she asked me to be here."


            "Well,
there she is.  Why don't you go ask her?"


            Sarah
pointed down to the field, where, sure enough, Giendia was looking up into the
stands.  As David made his way down to the bottom of the stands, Giendia
smiled and waved, then trotted over to where he was.


            "You
came!" she said.


            "Well,
sure," David replied.  "I'm not sure why you wanted me here, but
it would be rude of me not to come."


            She
blushed.  "I wanted a cheering section," she admitted.  "The
only person here rooting for me is my dad."


            Hesitant
to step on a landmine, but too curious not to ask, David said, "What about
your mom?"


            "Mom
went off with some Villavon from down south several years ago." 
Giendia frowned.


            "I'm
sorry."  He got the gist of what she was saying, but... "What's
a Villavon?"


            "It's
another breed of centaur.  They're big and muscular and sleek."


            "Oh. 
Yeah, I get it."


            Giendia
nodded.  "Anyway, you were so nice to my dad and me at the games, I
figured I could use the support.  Today's going to be really tough."


            "Well,
just do the best you can, and you'll do all right."


            "Thanks."


            "You'd
better go on, it looks like they'll be starting soon.  Good luck."


            She
smiled at him, and then waved as she moved off to join the other
competitors.  David moved back to his seat.


            "So? 
Why are we here?" Sarah asked.


            "She
wanted someone to root for her."


            'Uh-huh,"
Sarah said, unconvinced.  David ignored her.


            Shortly
thereafter, the competition started.  The centaurs all lined up on the
firing line, facing targets that were seventy-five yards away.  They
seemed like small targets to David.


            Since
it was the reason for him being here, David didn't bother paying attention to
anyone but Giendia.  Her first shot into the target was dead center. 
He applauded enthusiastically.


            "Kind
of over-doing it, aren't you?" Sarah asked.


            "Why
are you in such a foul mood?" David responded.


            "Sorry,"
she replied, but didn't explain herself.


            "Of
course you are," he said with a grin, trying to get a rise out of
her.  She didn't bite.  David shrugged, and returned to watching the
competition.


            In
the second round of shooting, the target was even smaller, and set at 100
yards.  Once again, Giendia nailed it dead-center.  David cheered.


            "It's
just that a girl doesn't like to watch a guy flirting with another girl,"
Sarah said out of the blue.


            David
turned to her.  "Well, first off, I'm hardly flirting.  I'm just
being supportive.  Second, I thought you were done with me." 
This last was delivered a bit harshly, as it still upset David a little bit.


            Sarah
didn't respond.  She just looked off into the distance.


            David
stared at her for a while, to see if she was going to say anything. When she
didn't, he returned to the competition.


            The
straight-shooting competition continued for several more rounds.  The
final shot was at 200 yards, with a target the size of a saucer.  Giendia
managed to hit the target, but it was not a bull's eye.  David applauded
her, anyway.  She looked over to him and smiled her gratitude.


            Looking
up at the scoreboard, he saw that Giendia was in the top five.  She had
done extremely well.  While the officials were setting up the targets for
the next competition, she trotted over to where he was sitting.  He went
down to talk with her.


            "You
did great," he told her when he got there.  She blushed.


            "Thanks. 
That last one was hard!"


            "I
don't know how you hit any of them," he admitted.  "I couldn't
hit the broad side of a barn."


            Giendia
laughed.  "I'm sure you'd do better than that.  You'd
just need practice."


            "I
think I'll stick with my wand.  As troublesome as that is, at least
I know how to use it."  After a short pause, he changed the
subject.  "What's the next event?"


            "Moving
targets," she replied.  "These are a lot harder to do than the
standing targets."


            "I
can imagine.  I'm sure you'll do fine, though."


            She
blushed again.  "Thank you.  I gotta go."


            "Good
luck."


            When
he returned to his seat, Sarah said, "And that's not flirting?  I can
see her blushing from here."


            "I
told her she would do fine in the competition.  She's obviously easily
embarrassed."


            "Some
centaurs are," Sarah admitted.  "Especially female ones."


            "Well,
there you go.  Anyway, the next event's about to begin."


            This
was a points tournament, rather than an elimination tournament, so there were
just as many centaurs lined up for this event as for the last.  The first
target was a simple swinging pendulum.  Most of the centaurs got a bull's
eye on this one, Giendia included.  That did not prevent David from applauding
her.


            They
proceeded through more and more difficult moving targets, until the last one
was on a spinning wheel and moving so fast that David could barely see
the target, let alone conceive of hitting it.


            Giendia
nailed it dead center.


            David
was not the only one to cheer the centaur girl for that shot, and he could see
her blushing from his seat.


            At
the end of the second event, Giendia was now in third place.  David went
down to talk to her again as the officials once more rearranged the field.


            "That
was an unbelievable shot!" David told her.  She was still blushing.


            "I
practiced that one a lot," she admitted.  "I knew they were
going to throw that at us."


            "Well,
you did spectacularly."


            "Thanks."


            "What
comes up next?" he asked.


            "The
run and shoot," she replied.  Seeing the quizzical look on David's
face, she explained, "We have to run through an obstacle course and fire
at targets on the move."


            "Yowch,"
he opined.


            "It
is tough.  You've got to be in good shape, and be a good shot."


            "Well,
you've certainly got the good shot part down... and you look like you're in
good shape to me..."


            Giendia
really blushed for that one.


            "Say,
where is your dad, anyway?  I figured he'd be out here
congratulating you."


            "He's
part of the work team.  There he is, over there."


            "An
athlete is part of the field crew?"


            Giendia
leaned in, "He's not much of an athlete, and never has been.  They
let him compete, but his real job is to set up the field."


            "Oh,"
David said in understanding.  "Well, it's nice that they let him
compete, then."


            Giendia
smiled.  "I better get back.  They'll be starting soon."


            "Good
luck," he said again.  He almost told her to break a leg, but
realized just in time that she might not quite get that human expression of
well-wishing.  He made his way back to his seat.


            Sarah
was still not speaking, but David did his best to ignore it as the next event
was about to begin.


            David
watched the other centaurs with interest while he waited for Giendia's
turn.  There were many more missed shots in this event, as they had to be
quick, unable to properly aim, and they were always changing their relative
position to the target.


            Finally,
it was Giendia's turn.  When the official waved her on, she galloped
forward, drawing her bow and letting her first shot fly into the bull's eye of
the target.  Two more targets on the straight run were also hit. 
Next, she had to duck and shoot as she passed under a low-slung bridge. 
She missed one of the two shots she was supposed to make there.


            Next
came a series of four jumps.  She jumped each, firing her shot at the top
of her jump in each case.  On the last one, however, her rear hoof nicked
the top of the hurdle, causing her shot to go wild, and she stumbled on
landing.


            Giendia
quickly regained her footing, and was soon onto a weaving course, where she had
to move rapidly between posts set in the ground, and fire at least three
times.  She missed two of those shots, but hit the last one dead center.


            Finally,
she came around a turn, and entered the shooting gallery.  She had a
one-hundred-yard run, during which she was to fire as many arrows as she
possibly could at a dead run.  She charged down the shooting gallery,
launching arrow after arrow.  Ultimately, she fired a half-dozen arrows,
hitting scores with four of them.


            It
took a long time for the scores to be tallied on this event, as there was so
much to be considered.  Long before they had announced her score, Giendia
was back over talking with David.  He could tell she was winded.


            "That
looks tough," he told her.


            "It
is," she said, breathing hard.  He tried not to notice how it made
her human half heave.


            "How
do you think you did?" he asked.


            "Okay,
I guess.  Not as good as I hoped.  Tripping on that damned
hurdle..."


            "Yeah,
did you hurt yourself at all?"


            "No,
just a little sore from the hit.  But it screwed up my rhythm!"


            "Well,
we'll just have to see how you did."


            Finally,
they announced Giendia's score.  She had the second-highest score so far.


            "You're
still in the running," David said.  The leader of this event was not
the person ahead of her in points.


            "Yeah."


            After
the final few competitors, the scores were tallied.  Giendia came in
second.


            "Great
work!" David enthused.


            Giendia
smiled.  "It's not first, but it's pretty good," she allowed.


            David
leaned down from his place in the stands and gave her a hug.  Giendia was
startled, but happy, and hugged him back.  When they separated, Giendia's
father was there.


            "Great
job, Giendia," her father told her.


            "Thank
you, Father," she said, somewhat formally.  David wondered if that
was just tradition, or if it meant something.


            "You
need to go accept your medal," he told her.  She blushed, and then
trotted off, waving to David and her dad.


            "Thank
you for being here for her," Dubnin said.  "I could not support
her effectively, as I was helping with the event."


            "Yeah,
she mentioned that.  Does she not have any centaur friends?"


            "What
friends she does have were in the competition.  On this day, they aren't
really friends."


            "Oh." 
They watched her receive her medal, and they both applauded her.  Finally,
she returned to them.


            "My
first medal!" she gushed.


            "I'm
sure there will be many more," David said.  Dubnin nodded in
agreement.  Giendia was blushing constantly now, and had been since she'd
stepped up to receive her medal.


            After
some more congratulatory conversation, David took his leave of Giendia and
Dubnin, and walked back to Sarah.


            "Can
we go now?" she asked.


            David
arched his eyebrows at her, but she was already up and walking down out of the
stands.  He followed her, determined that, as soon as they were in a less
public place, this matter would come out in the open.


            As
soon as the two had walked onto a mostly deserted street, David grabbed Sarah's
arm to get her attention.  She whirled to face him.


            "So
what the hell's your problem today?" he demanded.


            "I
don't like wasting my afternoon just so you can watch your new girlfriend
compete."


            David
rolled his eyes.  He decided to ignore the whole 'girlfriend' thing, as
that wasn't going to help anyone.  "You're the one who got me
interested in the centaurs in the first place!  If you don't like this
kind of thing, why did you take me to the Centaur Games in October?"


            "I
figured you'd enjoy them, and it would get you excited."


            "But
you didn't really want to go."


            "Hell
no.  Who wants to watch a bunch of smelly half-breeds run around?"


            "You
were an awful lot nicer back in October," David said.


            "I
was trying to get laid!" she said simply, as though this were the most
obvious thing in the world.


            "Oh? 
And you're not trying to get laid anymore?  Guess all that stuff about how
good I was, was just bullshit."


            "No,
actually that was true.  But I'm not about to beg for it.  And I hate
wasting my entire afternoon.  I'm sure as hell not going to waste it just
for a roll in the sack!  And I'm sure as fuck not going to keep
being all sweet for it.  You were a lot of fun in bed, and if you wanted
to do that again, I'd be up for it.  But we're not a couple, which means I
don't have to pretend to like any of this shit."


            David's
look hardened.  "No, but you do have to bring me to it.  That's
your job."


            Sarah's
eyes narrowed into an evil, cold look.  "Yeah, not anymore.  You
can find yourself another fucking babysitter.  I'm through."


            Before
David could say anything further, she turned and walked off.  He was
stunned into inaction for several seconds, and by the time he went to follow
her, she had turned a corner.  When he rounded that corner, he saw no sign
of her.  He knew that she must have slipped into a shop or a pub, but he
had no idea which one, and there were lots of them on this block alone. 
Clearly she didn't want to be followed.


            David
suddenly realized he was in violation of the law.  He was no longer being
accompanied by school staff, as he was required to be.  No one had told
him what to do when his escort left him.


            For
the longest time, David stood still, considering what he should do about his
predicament.  The only thing he could think to do was what he finally
did.  He pulled out his mirror and dialed.


            "Rimohr
Officer Joe Garibaldi," David said.  It took a few seconds, but
finally, a face appeared in the mirror.


            "Hello,
David.  Haven't heard from you in a while.  What's up?"


            "I
have a little problem, Mr. Garibaldi."  Joe had told him to dispense
with the "Officer" title, since they were stuck with each other.


            "What
seems to be the trouble?"


            "Well,
my school escort and I attended an event down here in Gorumshead... but, um...
we had an argument, and my escort walked off and left me here alone.  I'm
not sure what I'm supposed to do."


            Garibaldi
stared at him for a long moment, dumbfounded.  Finally, he said,
"Okay.  Go to the Slyther Inn, and wait.  I will send someone to
come get you and take you back to the school."


            "Right. 
Thanks."  David broke the connection, and started walking toward the
Slyther Inn.


-----


            Sheridan
said, "At least you know the kid takes the rules seriously."


            Garibaldi
replied, "Yeah, but he could have just walked back to school."


            "No
one told him he could do that.  You've told me this kid is doing his best
to play by the rules, even though he doesn't need to.  No matter what he
does right now, he's breaking a rule.  So, he turned to the guy who
enforces the rules.  Actually, you kind of got to admire that in the guy. 
He knew he could get in trouble, and he went to a cop."


            Garibaldi
nodded, then he dialed his own mirror.  He had to send someone to get the
kid.


-----


            "Welcome
back," Bonnie said to him as she showed him to a table.  "No
companion today?"


            David
said sourly, "She deserted me."


            Bonnie
frowned.  "I'm sorry to hear that.  You want something to
eat?"


            "No,
I'm just waiting for someone... actually, yes.  I want a piece of
Gorumshead cream pie.  And a lemonade."


            Bonnie
smiled and walked off to get his order.  When she came back with it, she
asked, "Who are you waiting for?"


            "My
escort."


            "Escort? 
I didn't realize you were famous."


            "More
like infamous," David said.  "I figured you would have heard by
now."


            "Heard
what?" she asked, sitting down across from him.


            "I'm
a demighost."


            "Really,"
she said, drawing it out in an almost-whisper.


            "My
original escort is the one who deserted me.  I'm not allowed to be off
campus without one."


            "That's
got to suck.  So, if your escort abandoned you, who are you waiting
for?"


            "I
don't know who he'll send.  I called Mr. Garibaldi.  He's my case
officer.  He said he'd send someone."


            "Oh. 
I bet he'll send Dean Lengel."


            David
hung his head.  "God, I hope not."


            "She
won't bite your head off over an argument."


            "No,
but she's had enough trouble from my presence this semester already."


            Bonnie
nodded.


            "I'm
surprised you're still talking to me," David admitted.


            Bonnie
smiled.  "Yeah, I know.  Demighosts are all evil, vicious
psychopaths, driven mad by their years of living death.  I never bought
into that kind of thing."


            "Is
that really what they say about us?" David asked.


            "Pretty
much.  Only ignorant people think that way, David."


            "Well,
then I'm glad you're not ignorant."


            Bonnie
smiled at him for that one.


            After
a few more minutes, the door opened.  Bonnie looked over and said, "I
think your escort has arrived."


            David
had just finished up his pie, and he turned to look.  He rose to his feet
faster than Bonnie imagined he could.


            "Professor
Stott!" David exclaimed.


            "Good
afternoon, David.  I hear you're having trouble finding your way back to
campus."  She smiled at him and winked.


            "Yes,
ma'am.  Nice of you to come and rescue me."


            "Good
evening, Madame Stott," Bonnie said to the professor.


            "Hello,
Bonnie.  How are you tonight?"


            "Can't
complain.  Just keeping David company while we waited for you."


            Prof.
Stott nodded.  To David, she asked, "Are you ready to go?"


            "Yes,
ma'am.  Let me just settle my bill."


            Bonnie
waved him off.  "This one's on me.  You've had a bad day."


            "Thank
you," he said, and she smiled and nodded.


            Once
they were outside, David said, "Thank you for coming to get me,
Professor.  I'm surprised Mr. Garibaldi called you, though."


            "He
didn't.  He called the school office.  I just happened to be there at
the time, and so I volunteered to come get you.  What happened to your,
um..." here, Prof. Stott faltered, because all of the terms for
Sarah's job were somehow demeaning to David.


            David
saved her from the situation.  "We had a fight, and she walked
off.  I lost sight of her, and had no idea where she went."


            "Hmm. 
And... why didn't you just walk back to school?  No one would have known
any different..."


            "I
suppose I should have, but I kind of panicked.  I was told that I wasn't
allowed to be off campus without an escort.  I didn't want to get into
trouble, but any move I made was breaking the rules.  Heck, I was breaking
the rules just by standing there.  I did the only thing I could think
of.  I called Mr. Garibaldi."


            Prof.
Stott nodded.  "Well, I can't fault you for not wanting to break the
rules."


            "I
don't like prison much."


            Prof.
Stott frowned.  "You shouldn't have to go to prison.  I've never
liked that about the system."


            David
shrugged.  "Nothing I can do about it.  And, of course, it's not
really a prison, or so they say.  Though the difference is lost on
me."


            "It
wouldn't be if you'd seen a wizarding prison.  But I imagine that it does
seem much like a regular Earth prison."


            "You
mean, wizarding prison is worse?"


            "Much."


            "Ouch."


            After
a bit of silence, Prof. Stott asked, "So what did you come to town
for?"


            "To
watch the archery tournament."


            "Oh,
that was today, wasn't it?  I had actually thought about attending myself,
but I got caught up in some other stuff."


            "Well,
I was asked to attend."


            "Oh? 
By whom?"


            "One
of the competitors.  When I went to the Centaur Games in October, I met
her, and then, when her dad came to campus for the Magical Creatures
Familiarization seminar, she had him invite me to the games."


            "So
you're making friends among the non-human races.  That's good to
see."


            David
shrugged.  "As half the campus keeps reminding me, I'm not
human anymore.  I don't see any reason to shun someone else for it. 
Besides, Giendia's nice.  So is her dad."


            "I've
met very few centaurs who aren't polite and pleasant to be around, until you
make them angry.  Then it's best not to be around them at all."


            "I
can imagine.  Especially after seeing Giendia shoot."  David
spent the rest of the walk telling Prof. Stott about the tournament, since she
seemed interested.


            Once
they reached the terrace, Prof. Stott said, "Well, here you are, safe back
on campus, and no nasty Rimohrs to come arrest you."  She smiled, to
show she was teasing him.  More seriously, she said, "You need to tell
Dean Lengel what happened, but it can wait until Monday."


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            "And
I'll see you on Monday, as well.  Have a good weekend, David."


            "I
will.  And thank you again.  I'll see you Monday."


            David
walked back to the dorm, a mix of happiness and anger filling him.  He had
enjoyed the tournament, and the conversations with Bonnie and Prof. Stott, but
Sarah had really ticked him off.


            Oh,
well.  It'll keep.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
had risen early, as was usual for him these days.  He had spent a couple
hours studying, very thankful for the curtain that had been installed. 
Jim didn't wake up from David's light anymore, and not having to worry about
that allowed David to concentrate a little more on his studies.


            When
he was ready to start his day, David grabbed his toiletries and his towel, and
headed down to take a shower.  The shower was empty this day, so he hopped
right in and started to get lathered up.  He wanted to finish up in time
so that he could go speak with Dean Lengel about Sarah before his first class.


            David
was rinsing the soap off his body when he sensed that he was no longer alone in
the shower room.  Just at that point, he heard someone chanting a
spell.  He looked up to the top of the shower stall wall, and he saw a
face, but just at that moment, the world went dark.


-----


            "You
realize if you get caught, you're going to be in serious deep shit," the
boy told Marcus.


            "Yeah,
yeah."


            "And
if you say anything about me helping you, I will do much worse to you
than you're doing to him."  The person in question was a fourth-year
student that Marcus had asked for help.  No first-year would be able to
pull off the petrification spell.


            Marcus
nodded.  To the others, he said, "Get that sheet over him."


            The
older student asked, "Where are you going to take him?"


            "I
have the perfect place."


            The
group maneuvered David, under the sheet, out into the hall.  Marcus asked
the mage - which is what a fourth-year student was called - if he knew a
levitation spell.  The mage rolled his eyes and performed a charm. 
David was now floating an inch off the floor, and they could push him along
much more easily.


            The
ride up to the terrace was uneventful, and no one questioned what was under the
sheet.  They moved quickly over to the front of Alton Hall, and hid among
some trees growing nearby.


            Marcus
uncovered David, and examined his pose.  It had actually worked out
perfectly.  He was looking upward in surprise, with his hand on his
stomach.


            "Tabby,
pose him like we talked about."        


            "Okay,"
she said, "but you owe me."  The girl took David's hand, and
moved it downward.  She lifted David's dick and then wrapped his hand
around it.  Now, the look on his face plus his posture made it look almost
as if he was having an orgasm.  It didn't hurt that David had been
semi-hard at the time he'd been petrified.


            "Perfect,"
Marcus said.  To the mage, he asked, "Can you float him out into the
middle of the snapping violets?"


            "I
can, but if you do it from here, everyone's going to look here."


            They
covered David back up with the sheet, and then they moved over to another stand
of trees, leaving David where he was.  The mage then floated David out
into the middle of the snapping violets, setting him down on top of several of
them, which bit his ankles before they died, crushed under his weight.


            The
mage then whipped off the sheet.  They left it there in the middle of the
violets, and then they all sat back and watched.


            It
wasn't long at all before David was noticed, and commented on.  The
students were all laughing at his body.  A few of the girls were highly
embarrassed.  One of them, though, finally had the sense to run into Alton
Hall to find a teacher.


            The
one she found was Professor Stott.


            "Oh,
my," Prof. Stott said, unconsciously examining David's inert form.  When
she realized that she was ogling the boy, she blushed.  Pulling out her
mirror, she dialed up the infirmary.


            "Yes,
Professor, what can I do for you?" Healer Hall asked.


            "We
have a petrified student amid the snapping violets, Anne.  If you could
come down so we can get him back to normal..."


            "Surely. 
I'll be there in just a minute."


            Seeing
the sheet lying on the ground, Prof. Stott took out her wand and a quick spell
later had David covered with the sheet.


            "Go
on about your business," she ordered the students who had gathered to gawk
at David.  They quickly broke up; they didn't want to be recognized singly
as having been part of the mob.


            It
didn't take long for Healer Hall to make her way down to the terrace. 
"Where'd you get the sheet?" she asked the professor.


            "Whoever
did this left it lying on the ground.  The body is in a very... lewd...
position.  I don't know if they simply caught him acting that way, or if
they positioned him such."


            "Well,
let's get him back to his dorm room.  Do you know which that is?"


            A
quick call to housing cleared that up, and the two women levitated David's
petrified body back to his room.  Once inside, Prof. Stott pulled off the
sheet so that the healer could see what she was dealing with.


            Healer
Hall gave the body a critical evaluation.  "He was posed this
way.  He was meant to look as though he was climaxing, but you'll notice
that the body is not tense in the way it would be for that.  Also, his
penis, while somewhat engorged, is not nearly erect enough for ejaculation."


            Prof.
Stott was blushing from the first sentence of Hall's statement.  "How
can you just... blurt out sexual comments like that without
embarrassment?"


            It
was then that Healer Hall blushed.  "I try not to think of my
patients as people when I'm having to look at their bodies.  It makes my
job easier."


            "Well,
can you unpetrify him?"


            "Oh,
surely.  It's an advanced curse, but not a hard one to break." 
She pulled a talisman out of her bag.  It was hanging on a chain. 
She put this over David's head.  Next, she took a potion out of her bag,
and drew a hexagram on David's chest in one smooth motion.


            "You
look like you draw that symbol a lot," Prof. Stott commented.


            "It's
part of a lot of healing spells," Hall confirmed.  She set about a
fairly long incantation, and when she finished, it was clear that David was
beginning to stir from his inanimate state.


            "You
call that easy to break?"


            "The
spell is a well-known one.  At least it is to us healers.  The
talisman is a common object, and the potion... well, you made the potion, you
know how easy it is."


            Healer
Hall pulled the talisman off David as he blinked his eyes.


            "What
the..." he said, then looked back and forth at the two women.  A
chilly sensation led him to look down.  "Oh, shit!" he said, immediately
covering himself.  Both of the women giggled.  "What happened to
me?"


            "What
do you remember?" Healer Hall asked.


            "The
last thing I remember, I was in the shower.  I heard someone say
something... I didn't understand it, so it must have been a spell of some
kind.  I looked up to the top of the shower stall, and I saw someone...
and then I was here.  What happened?"


            "Did
you recognize the person?"


            "I
didn't even really see a face.  Just a silhouette.  I had just enough
time to look up before... well, I guess before I passed out.  I mean, it
seemed like I was there, then I was here, with no time in between."


            "You
were petrified, David," Prof. Stott explained.  "Someone cast an
advanced spell on you."


            "Wait...
wouldn't that change my form?  I can't be morphed..."


            "It
wasn't true petrification," Healer Hall said.  "It was
more like suspended animation.  Your body was still flesh, but you were
incapable of movement or thought."


            "That
bastard."


            "Who?"
Prof. Stott asked.


            "M-...
um..." David caught himself.  "Well, I can't really prove who
did it.  I didn't see anyone clearly enough to recognize."


            "But
you know who did it," Prof. Stott pressed.


            "I
have a very strong suspicion, yes.  Can I get dressed now?"


            Prof.
Stott performed a conjuration spell, and David's belongings suddenly
materialized on his bed.


            Neither
woman turned away as he got dressed.


            "So
who was it?" Prof. Stott persisted.


            "I'd
rather not say," David said as he slipped on his underwear. 
"While I wouldn't mind getting the bastard into trouble, I don't want to
be accusing someone without proof."


            "Mm-hmm,"
Prof. Stott said.  While she watched David dress, she said, "You
really need to tell the dean about this.  In fact, to make sure of it,
I'll go with you to talk to her."


            "I
was going to go talk with her this morning, anyway, about Sarah."


            "Sarah?"


            "My
keeper."


            "Oh. 
Yes, she needs to hear about that, as well.  I'll tag along."


            David
shrugged.  "Okay."


-----


            "Good
morning, Prof. Stott, David," the receptionist said when the two arrived
in Dean Lengel's office.


            "Hello,
Tracy," Prof. Stott said.  "Is she available?"


            "Yes,
ma'am.  You can go on in."


            When
they arrived at the door, David automatically knocked on it.  Prof. Stott
was reaching for the knob when he did, and she blushed.  "I'm used to
just walking in on her," she explained.


            David
shrugged.  "I don't think she'd like it if us students took the same
liberty."  He grinned, and Prof. Stott smiled back.


            "Probably
not."


            From
inside, they heard her say, "Come in."  The two entered the
dean's office as she looked up from her paperwork.


            "Uh-oh. 
It's never good when I see a student accompanied by a professor.  You been
getting into trouble, David?"


            "No,
ma'am!" David asserted firmly.  "Well... almost."


            "Care
to explain that?" Dean Lengel asked.


            "Let's
start with what just happened, first, David," Prof. Stott suggested.


            "Yes,
ma'am," David said.  The two sat down across from the dean, and Prof.
Stott actually started talking.


            "Apparently,
someone thought it would be amusing to perform a petrify spell on David while
he was in the shower.  They then moved his body, naked, outside to put on
display.  Meanwhile, they posed his body in a lewd position..."


            "They
what?" David asked in concern.


            "I'm
sorry, we didn't tell you that part, did we?"


            "What,
exactly, do you mean by 'lewd', in this case?" Dean Lengel asked.


            "He
was posed to appear as if he was having an orgasm."  Prof. Stott and
Dean Lengel both blushed.  David would have, if he was able to.


            "May
I assume, David, that you weren't doing that in the shower, at least not this
morning?"


            "I
wasn't, and don't.  I don't trust my dorm mates enough for that kind of
thing."


            "Apparently
with good reason," Prof. Stott opined.  "Anyway, I'm not sure
exactly how long he was on display.  One of the other students came and
got me, and then I called Healer Hall.  The two of us took him back to his
dorm room, and she reversed the hex.  Then we came here."


            Dean
Lengel looked to David.  "Marcus again?"


            "I
cannot prove that," David asserted.  "While I saw someone,
I didn't actually see his face, just like a shadow of his face."


            "Who
is Marcus?" Prof. Stott asked.


            "Marcus
Savolar," Dean Lengel replied.  "He has been causing David a bit
of difficulty since the revelation of David's status."


            Prof.
Stott set her mouth in anger.  "Is this one of your classmates?"
she asked David.  David nodded.  "It couldn't have been him,
then.  At least, not him alone.  The petrification spell is beyond
the skills of a novice.  It would take a mage, at least."  


            "A
good point, Sam," Dean Lengel agreed.  "It would seem as if
Marcus is recruiting help."


            "Ma'am,
while I agree it was probably Marcus... I never saw him.  I have no
proof at all that he was actually involved.  It wasn't his voice I
heard.  I would certainly have recognized that."


            "No,
you would have heard the voice of the spellcaster, which would have to have
been the more advanced student."


            Dean
Lengel sighed.  "Unfortunately, David, this is another of those
incidents that we can't do anything about.  Your tormentors are very good
at covering their tracks.  I'm really sorry.  I wish there was
something I could do, but without some kind of proof..."


            David
nodded.  "I know.  That's why I didn't really want to bother you
with it."


            "I
need to know about these things, David.  I need to know what's going on in
the school."  After a pause, she said, "Now, you mentioned almost
getting into trouble?"


            "Well,
I went into town this weekend, to go to the centaur archery tournament. 
Sarah was with me, of course."


            "Right,
go on."


            "After
the tournament, Sarah and I had an argument, and she walked off, telling me
that she would not accompany me into town anymore."


            Dean
Lengel frowned mightily.  "She and I are going to have a long talk
about what is and isn't her job.  Of course, depending on her response,
she might not have a job here anymore."


            "I'd
just as soon not get her fired over it... but I do think I need a new
keeper."


            Dean
Lengel nodded.  "I'll look into that.  But... how does that
qualify as you getting into trouble?"


            "I'm
not supposed to be off campus without my keeper, ma'am.  I was breaking
the law."


            Dean
Lengel rolled her eyes.  "I suppose.  What did you do?"


            "I
called Officer Garibaldi.  He told me to go wait at the Slyther Inn and he
would send someone."


            Prof.
Stott then said, "He called the office.  I happened to be there,
checking on a supply order, so I took the call, and then went to retrieve
David."


            "You
were checking an order on a Saturday?" Dean Lengel asked.


            "It's
running late.  I was hoping it had arrived and simply been
overlooked."


            "Oh,
okay," the dean said.  "So, I gather that all worked out all
right?"


            "Yeah,"
David replied.  "I sat and talked with Bonnie at the Slyther Inn
until Prof. Stott arrived, and then we walked back to campus."


            "Good. 
And I will have a talk with Sarah.  Meanwhile, I'm not sure who to ask to
replace her."


            "Perhaps
not a female," David suggested mildly.


            "You
have something against having a woman babysit you?" the dean asked with a
smirk.


            "Sarah
and I had a brief relationship.  I have a feeling that's what caused the
argument.  If my keeper isn't a female, this won't happen."


            "This
is true," Dean Lengel allowed.  "Again, I will have to look into
it.  I'll let you know as soon as I replace her."


            David
nodded.


            "Was
there anything else?"  David shook his head.  "Head off to
class, then.  Try to have a good day.  I dare say you are likely to
receive a fair bit of teasing from those who saw you.  I'm sorry about
that."


            "Nothing
to be done about it."


            "I'll
see you in class, David," Prof. Stott said.  "I want to discuss
something with Dean Lengel."


            "Yes,
ma'am.  See you in a little while.  Dean," David said, taking
his leave from the headmistress.


            What
a fucking nightmare, he thought as he left Beckett Hall to go back to his
dorm.  He'd forgotten to bring his books.


-----


            "Hey,
at least you were rescued fairly quickly.  From what I hear, you were only
out there for a few minutes," Jim said, trying to cheer up David as they
made their way to lunch.


            "Okay,
let's stand you out in front of the cafeteria, naked, for five minutes. 
See how you like it."


            "Oh,
c'mon.  You weren't even conscious!"


            David
harrumphed at Jim as they entered Byron Hall.  Marcus looked to actually
be waiting for them, leaning against one of the windows.


            "Becoming
an exhibitionist now, Stroud?" Marcus asked.  "Did you enjoy
your time in the sun?"


            "Fuck
off, Markie," Gwen said.  Marcus glared at her.


            "Well,
actually, I should thank you, Marcus," David said.


            "Why?"
Marcus asked.  And then, to cover his ass, he said, "I had nothing to
do with it, of course, but why would you thank me if I did?"


            "Well,
because six girls have already asked me out because of your little stunt,"
David said with a grin.  "Don't bother with any stupid denials about
not doing it.  You know you did it, I know you did it.  I may
not be able to prove it, but I know you did it.  But like I said, that's
okay.  You probably just got me laid.  Have a good one!"


            All
three friends laughed at the look of total frustration on Marcus' face as they
walked away.


            Gwen
asked, "Have you really been asked out six times?"


            "Well,
only twice, actually, but six sounded way more impressive."


            Jim
said, "See?  There is an up-side!"


            "One
of them backed out when they realized just who I was.  The other one asked
me out to help her study."  Both of them looked at him. 
"Hey, if I can't beat the shit out of the bastard, I can at least lie to
him to make him think he's not succeeding."


            They
both had to agree with that.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            Olissa
joined David at breakfast.  She looked a bit haggard and frazzled.


            "You
okay?" David asked.


            "Up
late studying.  How can you be so damned calm, with finals next
week?"


            David
replied, "I have an unfair advantage."


            "What
do you mean?" she asked.


            "I
only get four hours of sleep a night.  That's four extra hours a day in
which all I can do is study."


            "That
must be nice," Olissa grumped.


            "Well,
now that I've stopped waking up Jim, it is."


            "How'd
you fix that?"


            "They
installed a blackout curtain in our room."


            "What
about Jailla?  Doesn't it keep him up?"


            "It's
never seemed to."  To Jailla, who was with him, of course, he said,
"Does the light at night bother you?"


            "I
am used to sleeping during the day, as well as at night.  Light does not
prevent me from getting rest."


            "Oh. 
Well, that's good, then.  He says it doesn't bother him."


            "That's
good."


            "Are
you ever going to take Bispy with you to class?"


            "Not
if I can help it.  It might be very 'cool' to have a dragon as a familiar,
but right now, he's a royal pain in the ass."


            "Sorry
about that."


            "Not
your fault.  How do you think you'll do on your finals?"


            "I'm
hoping to do okay.  Probably not spectacularly, especially in C&H, but
I should definitely pass all of them."


            "And
your extra class?"


            "I'm
not sure.  I haven't succeeded yet, and I've only got one more shot before
the winter break."


            "What
happens if you don't succeed?"


            "Nothing. 
No one else has succeeded, either.  The class isn't being graded. 
It's more like a workshop than a class, I guess.  She's instructing us,
but there aren't any tests or anything."


            "Oh. 
Well, good luck."


            "Thanks. 
And you'll do fine next week.  Do you want to study Earth Studies again
this weekend?"


            "Yes. 
I can't believe that's one of my biggest worries, but Prof. Gardner is a real
pain in the ass about the dates and the facts."


            "Yeah,
I know.  We'll work over it on Sunday, okay?"


            "Great. 
Thanks."


            "No
problem."


-----


            "Where's
everybody else?" David asked when he walked into Prof. Stott's classroom
that evening.


            "Given
up for now.  Gary failed his fourth attempt, Bill his fifth.  They
didn't have time to finish a new one before the break."


            "What
about the other guy?  I never got his name."


            "I
think I've scared Jared off potion making entirely."  She
frowned.  "Anyway, it's just you and me tonight.  How far along
are you?"


            "I'm
up to step five.  The one you said I goofed on."


            "Okay. 
Let's work on it together, then.  I'll help make sure you get it exactly
right.  I won't do it for you, but I'll watch closely."


            "Okay. 
That'll help, I'm sure."


            David
pulled down the flask that contained his current mixture, and poured it back
into his cauldron.  While that warmed up, he moved over to the scales, and
immediately put a weight onto the one side.


            "Wait
a minute, David.  You forgot to do something that could be rather
critical."


            "What
did I forget?"


            "You
forgot to balance the scale itself."


            "What
do you mean?"


            "Pull
off the weight," she said.  The scale bounced back and forth several times,
but slowly came to a stop.  "Notice the needle?  It's not
pointing straight up and down."


            "Well,
crap," David said.  "That's probably what threw me off. 
I'm not used to this kind of scale.  I didn't know they got out of
alignment.  How do you fix it?"


            "Well,
for anyone else, I would say, come get me.  I don't like people mucking
about with my balance.  In your case, I trust you enough to show you how
to adjust it.  Here on the end of each arm of the balance is an adjustment
screw.  Turning this in or out effectively changes the length of this arm
of the balance.  You turn it by a very small amount, and then see how much
movement you get."


            "How
do you know which one to turn?"


            "Look
at the pointer.  Whichever side it is pointing toward is too short. 
You can either lengthen that arm, or shorten the other.  Which you do
mainly depends on the current position of the screws.  In this case,
they're both screwed all the way in, so we'll need to lengthen the short
arm.  Give it a single turn."


            David
did, and they waited for it to level out.  It took two and a half turns,
eventually, to get the scale to balance fully.


            "I'm
sorry that I didn't educate you on how to do this.  It is a vital part of
potion making, as some potions, especially the base potions, can be utterly
critical with their measurements."


            "Well,
I know now.  So, it looks like the needle is straight up-and-down
now.  Do I go ahead and measure?"


            "Yes. 
First, place an empty flask on each side of the balance."  David did,
and they didn't balance, either.


            "How
come they're not the same?"


            "They
were made by people, David.  No two objects will be exactly the
same.  They're probably off by a gram or two.  Simply add small
weights to the lighter one until they balance."


            Once
they had the flasks weighing identically, Prof. Stott said, "Okay, now we
need thirty-eight grams of serapsid root.  You can put the weights on
whichever side you like.  Then, bit by bit, add the serapsid root to the
other side."


            It
took David ten minutes to get this to balance.  When he was satisfied, he
said, "I'm sorry this is taking so long..."


            "Don't
be.  It means you're doing it right.  Potion making requires intense
patience."


            "Well,
this appears to balance to me."


            "I'd
say you're right.  Now, another little trick.  After you dump the
serapsid root into your potion, drop the flask in, as well."


            "How
come?"


            "It
makes sure that any serapsid root clinging to the flask will still make it into
the potion.  You can fish it out in a few minutes.  By then, it will
all have dissolved."


            "Okay."


            For
the next hour, David worked on his potion, with Prof. Stott watching in
silence.  It was a bit nerve-wracking to have her standing there, but
David did his best to ignore her.  Finally, he was on the last step. 
He looked up and wiped his brow.  "This is tough."


            She
smiled at him.  "Your concentration is phenomenal."


            "Thanks." 
After several more minutes, his dragonweed dissolved.  He gave the potion
a vigorous stir, and saw no remnants of the plant, so he figured it was as done
as it was going to get.  "I think I'm finished."


            "Let's
see," Prof. Stott said, and he gave it another stir for her benefit. 
"It does look ready, yes.  But is it right?" she asked
with a smile.  She pulled a vial out of her pocket, and used her wand to
draw some of the potion into it.  They both moved over to her workbench,
where she drew out the long dropper again.  Once more, a single drop of
liquid fell into the vial.  This time, the potion turned bright red, and
then erupted into a burst of yellowish flame, before being extinguished. 
David had no idea what that meant.


            Prof.
Stott set down the vial, and put the dropper back into its flask.  She
turned to David.


            "You're
the first person I've ever seen produce a base potion on his second try. 
This is absolutely perfect Sevat's Base!"  She hugged him, and
he hugged back, happy that he had succeeded, and happy that she was proud of
him.


            "Now
then," she said, after letting him go, "we must package
it."  A quick tap of her wand on David's cauldron and a brief charm,
and the potion stopped steaming.  "Now that it's cool enough to
handle, we can put it into a flask."


            "Wow,
now there's a useful charm," David said.


            "It
is.  I'll teach it to you sometime."  She pulled a flask down
from a shelf and pulled out its stopper.  She used the same spell she had
used before to pull the entire potion out of the cauldron and into the
flask.  Then she stoppered the flask.  She set the flask down and
went to her desk, while David magically cleaned out his cauldron.


            When
Prof. Stott came back, she handed a piece of parchment to David, and then
carefully set the flask in his cauldron.


            "What's
this?" he asked.


            "The
list of things you can make with Sevat's Base.  It's not very useful if
you don't know what to add to it, now is it?"


            "You're
letting me keep it?"


            "Of
course I am!  You made it.  Try to be careful with some of the...
nastier things that Sevat's can do.  Nothing in here will kill anybody,
but you could certainly injure them."


            "I'll
be careful," David promised.


            "Good. 
I'm proud of you, David.  I think, if you decide to stick with it, you
could be a Master Potion Maker.  You really have the knack for it."


            "Thanks. 
I really like potions.  The precision and everything just appeals to
me."


            Prof.
Stott nodded.  "Well, nothing else to do here.  I guess I'll see
you on Monday."


            "Yes,
ma'am."  David headed for the door, but stopped before he got there,
and turned.  "Prof. Stott?"


            "Yes?"


            "Can
I ask you a question?"


            "Sure."


            "Dugerrans
still celebrate Christmas, right?"


            "Chris...
oh, right, the last day of the Yule Festival.  Yes, most Dugerrans still
celebrate Christmas.  Why?"


            "I
just wanted to check.  I mean, we didn't celebrate Thanksgiving last
month, so..."


            She
nodded.  "Yes, Christmas is part of the Yule Festival."


            "Then,
could I ask you for a favor?"


            "Well,
that depends on what it is, I suppose," she said with a smile.


            David
said, "Well, Dean Lengel has not reassigned me an escort yet, and I would
like to go down into town, to get some Christmas presents for my friends."


            "So,
you'd like me to act as your escort?"


            "If
you would.  I hate to bother you with it, but you're the instructor I'm
most familiar with."


            "It's
not a bother, David.  I'd be happy to do that for you.  I don't have
any plans for tomorrow, anyway."


            "You
and your husband don't go anywhere on weekends?"


            "Oh,
I'm not married," she said.  "I spend way too much time in my
lab to worry about a husband."


            "Oh,"
David said.  He'd just assumed she was married, since he figured a woman
as beautiful as her had to have men pursuing her all the time. 
"Okay.  So, um... do you want to meet here, or..."


            "Here
is good.  What time would you like to go down?"


            "About
ten, if that's okay with you."


            "That's
fine.  I'll see you tomorrow at ten, then."


            "Yes,
ma'am.  Thank you."


            "No
worry.  Good night, David."


            "Good
night, Professor."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
sat down with his friends for breakfast the next morning, and noticed they all
seemed a bit haggard.            


            "What's
up, guys?  You look awful."


            Jim
said, "Studying for finals."  The others nodded in
agreement.  Even Devyn, who was sitting with Gwen, agreed.


            "How
can you not be cramming for them?" Gwen asked.  "You're
always complaining about your grades!"


            "Oh,
I am, but I have an advantage.  Since I've needed less sleep, I have all
those extra hours to study in.  I don't have to stay up into my normal
sleep schedule."


            "As
I said to you the other day, must be nice," Olissa grumped.


            "I
hadn't really thought of it that way, but yeah, I guess it is kind of nice not
to be literally losing sleep over finals.  You're still coming by tomorrow
to study, right?"


            Olissa
said, "Yeah.  I'm worried about that damned Earth Studies test."


            Gwen
said, "I'm going to study Potions with Devyn, if that's okay with you,
David."


            "That's
fine," he replied, trying to hide his smirk.


            "Speaking
of Potions," Olissa said, "How'd your class go last night?"


            David
had been almost bursting, waiting for someone to ask.  He had not told
them yet what it was they were doing in the Advanced Potions class.  He
reached into his coat and pulled out a small flask of liquid, and set it on the
table.


            "What's
that?" Olissa asked.


            "Sevat's
Base," he replied.  "I made it."


            Olissa
went a little pale, and Gwen gasped.  Jim said, "So?  What's the
big deal?"


            "You
made a base potion?" Gwen asked.  Devyn was likewise interested.


            "Yeah,
that's what we've been working on."


            Olissa
turned to Jim.  "The big deal is they're almost impossible to get
right.  You're sure this works?" Olissa asked David.


            "Prof.
Stott said it was right," David sniffed as he pocketed the potion. 
He was a little miffed that she would question it.


            "Sorry,
but... damn.  My grandmother, who is a master potion maker, was never able
to make a base potion.  They are very tricky."


            "So
the rest of the class seemed to think.  I was the only one who managed to
do it."


            "What
can you do with it?" Jim asked.


            "Actually,
I don't know yet.  I haven't read through the list that Prof. Stott gave
me.  Base potions can do lots of different things, depending on the final
ingredient you add into them."


            "I'm
impressed," Gwen said.  "I knew you were good at potions, but...
damn."


            "Yeah,
now if I could just get good with my freakin' wand."


            The
others chuckled at him as they continued their breakfast.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            


            "Your
final exam will be on Wednesday, class, so I hope that you have thoroughly
prepared yourselves.  There will be a written test, as well as a simple
demonstration of potion making on the test.  A piece of advice: please
make sure to have your cauldrons clean, both physically and magically, before
you come to the test."


            Next
to David, Gwen blushed, remembering her first potion.


            "You
are dismissed," Prof. Stott said.


            "Are
you ready for this test?" David asked Gwen.


            "No. 
But I won't be ready for it, ever."


            "Oh,
come on.  You're not doing that badly in this class."


            "I
don't understand a damned thing, David.  What I'll get right on the test
is what I'm able to memorize."


            "It
will eventually..." David trailed off because Prof. Stott was standing in
their way of leaving the room.  "Yes, ma'am?"


            "David,
I just wanted to check.  You will be taking Potions next
semester?  Even if it's not one of my classes?"


            "It
was the first class I registered for, ma'am.  And it is one of your
classes.  I've heard some curious things about Prof. Herbert."


            Prof.
Stott smiled at him.  "He's a good guy, he's just a bit
eccentric.  But I'm glad you are continuing with your Potions work. 
Especially after your success with the base potion."


            "Yes,
ma'am.  Will we be continuing the Advanced class next semester?"


            "We'll
have to see," she said noncommittally.


            "Okay. 
And thank you for your help on Saturday."


            "My
pleasure, David.  You all have a good day.  And Miss Hasterscant,
quit fretting so much.  You're doing fine."


            "Yes,
ma'am," Gwen said, blushing.  The three of them, as Jim was still
with them, headed off for lunch.


            "Gee,
no professors are asking me if I'm taking their class next
semester," Jim teased David.


            "Perhaps
that's because they'd rather you didn't?" David shot back good-naturedly.


            "I'm
a model student!" Jim objected.


            "Yes,
and like a model, you don't actually do anything but sit there." 
David said.  Gwen laughed while Jim acted hurt.  Changing the
subject, David asked, "Will you be taking Potions next semester?"


            "You
think I'm passing up the opportunity to watch Prof. Stott?  Of course I'm
taking Potions next semester."


            "I
can think of better reasons to take a class," David said. 
"Which time are you taking?"


            "Monday,
Wednesday, Friday at 4:00.  You?"


            David
shook his head.  "Mine's Tuesday-Thursday."  Turning to
Gwen, he said, "I hesitate to ask, but are you taking Potions next
semester?"


            "Are
you nuts?  Of course I'm not taking Potions!"  She looked at him
as if he'd grown a third arm.


            "Well,
geez, don't bite my head off.  I just asked."


            "Sorry. 
I'm really stressed over the exam."


            "Let's
get some lunch.  You'll feel better."


            Gwen
doubted it, but didn't say anything.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Oh,
good morning, David.  You need to see Dean Lengel?"


            "Yeah,"
he replied to Tracy, the dean's secretary.


            "She's
in with someone at the moment.  You want to wait?"


            "Sure. 
I've got time."


            "Are
you ready for finals?"


            "As
ready as I can be, I guess.  The only one I feel really safe about is my
Potions final."


            "I'm
sure you'll do fine.  You're not having another problem, are you?  I
mean, in to see the dean again..."


            David
grinned self-consciously.  "No, I need to talk to her to see if
there's any way I can stay here at the school over winter break."


            "Oh. 
Well, don't get your hopes up.  As far as I know, they've never let anyone
do it before."


            David
frowned.  "Yeah, well, as my other option is to go back to prison, I
have to try, don't I?"


            "Good
point," Tracy said.  Just then, the door to Dean Lengel's office
opened.  Another student that David was not familiar with stepped out and
walked past David, looking frazzled.


            "David. 
Are you here to see me?"


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            "Well,
come on in, then."


            Once
David had entered, she closed the door.  Before he had even sat down, she
asked, "How is your registration for next semester coming along?"


            "Finished
it up just a few minutes ago."


            "May
I see it?"


            David
thought this a bit odd.  She did not check every student's
registration.  He, however, was not a normal student.  He handed over
his registration parchment.


            The
dean looked over the parchment, nodding.  "I see you're continuing
all of your courses except History.  Didn't like that one?"


            "A
little History goes a long way," David said with a smile.  "And
the second-semester courses are in-depth historical studies.  I'm content
to understand the broad strokes.  I'll probably take History 201 next
year.  After that, I don't know."


            The
dean nodded.  "Any particular reason to try Divination?"


            "Some
of my friends are taking it.  And if it actually works here..."


            "It
does, but don't expect to pick it up easily."


            "I'm
used to having to work for my grades."


            "Very
well."  She handed his parchment back.  "Now that I've
satisfied my curiosity, what can I do for you?"


            David
fidgeted a bit.  "I was wondering if it was at all possible that I
might remain at the school over winter break."


            The
dean frowned.  "We've never allowed a student to remain while the
school is shut down.  There would be no one else in the dorms.  Not
even your RA."


            "What's
an RA?"


            "Your
Resident Assistant.  Have you never spoken to your RA?"


            "Didn't
know we had one.  And I've had no problems in my dorm room to need one...
well, except the stuff I came to you guys about."


            Dean
Lengel nodded.  "Anyway, the point is that you would be there
completely alone.  I'm not sure I feel comfortable leaving any
student in the dorms, alone."


            "What
if I were to stay in the castle, instead?  That is still the school
grounds, I would certainly not be alone..."


            "An
interesting solution, but I'm not sure I'm comfortable with that, either. 
I have to worry about setting a precedent here.  If I allow you to stay,
then the next student who wants to stay here will have you to point to. 
While you are obviously a unique case, it begins a pattern that I think we'd
rather not start."


            David
frowned, but nodded.


            "I'll
tell you what I will do.  The RA's return to the dorms the week before
school starts up, to do inspections and such, and to let maintenance know if
any fixing needs to be done.  I'm willing to let you come back a week
early.  I know, it's not much, but it's the best I can offer you."


            "I'll
take it," David said immediately.  It still meant three weeks in the
hellhole that was the Northern Callamandia Criminal Management Facility, but
three weeks was better than four.  "And what's the last day I can
stay in the dorm?"


            "You
have to be out on Sunday, the 20th."


            "Okay."


            "I
wish I had better news for you."


            "That's
okay.  I'll manage."


            "I'm
sure you will.  Good luck on your exams."


            "Thanks."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            As
David had expected, his Potions final had posed no real issues for him. 
Though he would not see his final grade until Friday, Prof. Stott had made it
clear that he'd aced the potion-making portion of the test, and he was fairly
confident he'd gotten the rest of it right, as well.


            Next
up, however, was Metamorphosis, and he was rather concerned about that
one.  He understood the mechanics of it well enough, but in practice, he
was still having difficulty getting his wand to behave as he wanted it to.


            "All
right, class," Prof. Fibblebitz said.  "We will have your final
exam today.  The test is written, 100 questions.  Also, during the
test, I will call each of you up, one by one, to perform one of the
metamorphoses that we have learned over the previous weeks.  You may
begin," she said, waving her wand in the air.  Their test parchments
appeared in front of them, and they all got down to work.


            It
was nearing the end of the hour when Prof. Fibblebitz called out, "David
Stroud."  He picked up his test paper, which he had finished with a
few minutes before, and walked to the front of the room.  He had been
checking it over for errors, but there was no way in hell he was leaving it
lying around where one of the other students could get at it.  He set it
on the teacher's desk.


            "Wand
out, Mr. Stroud," the professor said.  David pulled out his wand and
stood ready.  "I wish you to turn this block of wood into a
mallet."


            "Still
made of wood?" David asked.


            "Do
you know how to change its substance?" Prof. Fibblebitz asked with a grin.


            "No,
ma'am," David replied.


            "Then
I guess we'll keep it wood."


            David
nodded, then took a deep breath, closing his eyes and trying to calm
himself.  Finally, he opened his eyes and stared at the block.  He
was imagining it as a wooden mallet.  He flicked his wand in a tight
figure-eight maneuver, and intoned quietly, "mutari figurum."


            Nothing
happened.


            David
sighed heavily.


            "You've
been struggling with this all semester, Mr. Stroud.  What, exactly, is the
difficulty?"


            "It's
my wand, ma'am.  If I put any emphasis into the charm, which you tell us
we should do, it seems to put way too much energy into it.  If, like now,
I try to keep myself restrained, it doesn't do anything at all."


            "You've
had your wand checked?"


            "Yes,
and Mr. Wormwood was not at all pleased at the insinuation, either."


            "I'm
sure he wasn't, but simplest things first.  How have you been managing to
pass your tasks, if your wand doesn't work?"


            "In
all of our tasks, ma'am, you've given us several tries to get it right.  I
can usually figure out how much 'oomph' to put into the spell once I see how it
reacts."


            "Do
you think you could get it right on a second try?"


            "I
don't know."


            "Give
it a go," she said.


            David
did so, flicking his hand vigorously, and saying a little more intensely,
"mutari figurum.'  The block shuddered, spun into the air, and then
landed, having taken on the shape of a mallet.


            "Well,"
Prof. Fibblebitz said, after recovering from her shock.  "A little
more showy than I would prefer, but you did manage the desired
result.  Was the movement of the block intentional on your part?"


            "No,
ma'am.  But once I start putting extra emphasis in, it seems that almost
anything can happen."


            "You
need to work on controlling yourself.  Find the right level of effort to
put into charms to get them to come out right."


            "Yes,
ma'am.  I've been trying to do that all year."


            Prof.
Fibblebitz nodded.  "Okay.  Well, I have to count off points
since you required a second try, but you did pass this portion of your
exam."


            "Thank
you, ma'am."


            "Are
you finished with your test?" she motioned to the parchment he'd set on
her desk.


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            "Well,
you may go, then.  Your grade will be finalized by Friday.  Have a
good Yuletide."


            "You,
too, Professor."


            David
walked out of the classroom, upset that he'd once again not managed to get a
spell right on the first try.


            Am
I ever going to learn to use this damned wand?


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
walked into his Charms and Hexes final with all the enthusiasm of a man about
to be put in front of a firing squad.  This class was his biggest
fear.  His wand was not his friend, and he could only hope to make it
through this test with a passing grade.


            "All
right, class," Prof. Phillips said, "You know how this works. 
While you are taking the written portion, I will ask each of you to come into
the side room in order to demonstrate your prowess with casting charms. 
You may begin when you are ready.  Mr. Stroud, could you come up,
please?  You are my first victim."


            The
class chuckled, and those who truly hated David snickered.  Prof. Phillips
led David into the side room, and closed the door.


            In
the room were three people, who seemed a bit nervous.


            "David,
I've asked you in first because I know you're... concerned... about your
wand control.  I didn't want your worry over the demonstrations to impact
the results of your written test.  This way, one way or another, you'll
know how you did, and you can focus."


            "I
appreciate the consideration, Professor," David said sincerely.


            "Now,
for today's examination, I want you to be a little less concerned about the
intensity of your charms.  I would rather you overpower the charm, than not
perform it.  Do you understand?"


            "Yes,
sir."


            "Good. 
Now, give me a nice megalwyn mallia on Andrew here."


            David
closed his eyes, and imagined the boy's hair reaching his shoulders. 
Andrew had a crew cut, so this would be a fairly large extension.  David
grinned, and then opened his eyes.


            "Megalwyn
mallia," he intoned, with the necessary wand motion.  Immediately,
Andrew's hair grew down to his shoulders.


            "Very
nice.  Now fix it."


            "Zurruken!"
David said sternly, the hair shot up so fast into Andrew's head that Andrew
yelped.  "Sorry about that," David said, embarrassed.


            Prof.
Phillips had David go through four more charms before finishing up.


            "David,
I would like to work with you privately next semester.  I know you don't
have me as a teacher, as I do not teach Enchantments and Curses, but I think
you could do with some help learning control."


            "I'd
appreciate that, Professor."


            "Come
see me when the new semester starts, and we'll set up a time."


            "Yes,
sir."


            "Okay,
you can go.  Just for the record, you passed.  It wasn't an A, but
you passed."


            "Thank
you, sir."


            David
left the side room feeling a little bit lighter.  The written test didn't
scare him at all, and with the performance part of the exam out of the way, he
breezed right through it.


            Thanks,
Prof. Phillips.  I'll take whatever help I can get.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "So,
how did you do?" Gwen asked David.  The group had gotten together for
dinner on the last day, to say good-bye and commiserate about their grades.


            "I
don't know yet.  I don't have my grades."


            "They
weren't in your mailbox?" Gwen asked.


            "I
have a mailbox?"


            Gwen
rolled her eyes.  "Of course you have a mailbox!  Everyone
does."


            "Well,
no one bothered to tell me, so how was I supposed to know?  I figured the
mail was delivered to our rooms."


            "And
when you didn't get any mail?" Jim asked.


            "Well,
I figured that was normal.  I don't know anyone, so who would send me
mail?  Really, they need a handbook for this kind of thing.  I think
I'm going to discuss it with Dean Lengel."


            One
of the older students, who just happened to be sitting at the same table,
snorted.  "Listen to him.  He's just going to walk into the
dean's office and tell her how to do her job!"


            David
looked at the boy curiously.  "I talk to Dean Lengel all the
time.  Don't you?"


            The
boy paled and closed his mouth.  They were not disturbed after that.


            "We'll
go get your grades after dinner," Olissa told David.


            "Won't
the post office be closed?"


            "Not
tonight.  Carol said she was staying late for any last-minute people to
send things out."


            "Or
to pick up a semester's worth of mail," Jim added, needling David.


            "Listen,
Mr. Can't Make a Four Ingredient Potion..."


            "I
was distracted!" Jim exclaimed.


            "Yeah,
the entire semester," David snorted derisively.  The group laughed
while Jim grumped.


            Once
they'd finished dinner, the group trekked up to the Academy level, and around
to the Caldwell Student Center.  This was the building that housed the
bookstore, and the post office, among other things.


            "Hi,
Carol," Olissa said, greeting the postmistress on duty.


            "Back
again?  The centaurs only deliver once a day, you know," Carol said
with a grin.


            Olissa
giggled.  "I know.  This is my friend David Stroud.  He's
here to pick up his mail.  All of it.  He didn't know he had a
mailbox."


            "Oh,
dear," Carol said.  "Wait a minute.  Stroud, you
said?  Oh, yes.  You have some mail waiting.  Would you like a
cart to carry it in?"


            "Is
it that bad?" David asked, stricken.


            Carol
laughed.  "No, not really, but there is quite a lot of it.  Let
me get it for you."  She stepped away from her counter into a back
area, where they could see all the mail separated into cubbies, waiting for
students to come get it.  When she returned, she had a large bundle of
mail, wrapped up with twine.  "Here you go.  If you hadn't come
for this today, I'd have had to send a pixie your way next semester."


            "Well,
no one told me about the mailbox," David complained.


            "Ah. 
Well, you have one.  The centaurs deliver the mail every morning. 
You might want to come by and check it once in a while.  And, of course,
anything you need to send out, you can do so from here."


            "What
hours are you open?" David asked.


            "Normally
from 8:00 to 5:00 on the weekdays, and from 9:00 to 5:00 on Saturday.  We
are closed Sunday."


            "Okay. 
Thank you, Ms..."


            "Anderyancy,
but you can call me Carol.  Everybody does."


            "Carol,
then.  Thank you."


            "You
all have a great winter break."


            They
wished her the same, and then moved off to find a quiet spot.


            "That
looks like your grades right there on top," Jim said as they found a table
to sit at.


            David
took the envelope and opened it, pulling out the parchment with his grades on
it.
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Class                                                 Exam
Grade             Class
Grade


Charms and Hexes 101
(Phillips)        89(B)                           81(B)


History 101 (Gardner)                                    93(A)                           91(A)


MagEc 101 (Hall)                               86(B)                           89(B)


Metamorphosis 101
(Fibblebitz)         90(A)                           92(A)


Potions 101 (Stott)                              100(A)                         99(A)


Umbrasocius 101 (Edgars)                  94(A)                           94(A)


 


            "These
are the grades you've been complaining about?" Jim exclaimed. 
"I'd kill for a grade report that looked like that!"


            "I
thought C&H would be a C for sure," David said.


            "Your
final exam must have pulled it up just enough," Olissa said.


            "And
I hate you for your Potions grades," Gwen said, not really meaning it.


            "How'd
you do in Potions?" he asked her.


            "About
like you did in C&H," she said glumly.


            "Well,
that's not that bad.  I mean, it's still a B..."


            "All
my other classes were A's."


            "What's
up with MagEc?" Jim asked.  "Even I got an A in there..."


            "My
wand again."


            "Oh,
right.  You really need to work on that."


            "Prof.
Phillips offered to tutor me on wand control next semester."


            "But
you don't have him next semester," Gwen objected.


            "He
knows that."


            "Oh."


            "Well,
anyway, I have to go get packed.  My parents are meeting me down in
town.  Hey, David, you want to come with me?  My mom is eager to meet
you."


            "I
can't," David said.  "I don't have an escort."


            "The
dean still hasn't replaced Sarah?"


            "No."


            "Well,
that sucks," Jim opined.  The others agreed.


            "Tell
your mom I said hi.  I do hope I'll get to meet her eventually."


            "I'm
sure you will.  Anyway, have a great Yule."  She gave David a
hug, said good-bye to the others, and walked off.


            "Say,
where's Devyn?" David wanted to know.


            "I
think she's already left the school."


            "Where
did she go?  I mean, she doesn't have a family..."


            "I
don't know."


            "Are
you going home for Christmas... er, I mean Yule?" David asked Olissa.


            "Yeah. 
It's a long trip, but no real choice in the matter."


            "Yeah,
I know.  I tried to get them to let me stay here over break.  They
wouldn't go for it."


            "That’s
too bad," she replied.  The trio walked outside, and headed for their
dorm.


            "Well,
they are letting me come back a little early.  Just as soon as the RA's
are back in the building.  Another thing I didn't know we had until
someone told me.  Where in the hell is our RA?"


            "There's
one on each floor.  You never see her because you've never gone
looking.  She lives in a small room at the end of the hall."


            "The
RA has a smaller room than everyone else?  That's got to suck..."


            "Not
really.  She's only eight inches tall."


            "Huh?"


            "All
the RA's are fairies," Jim explained.


            "Oh,
so that's what that little cupboard-like thing is."


            "Yeah. 
That's her apartment."


            "Are
all fairies girls?" David asked.  "I haven't seen a boy fairy
yet."


            "No. 
Boy fairies do tend to shy away from people, though.  The brownies that
work inside are all boys, but you almost never run into them.  The
fireflies are a mix, not that you can tell boy from girl with them.  But
the fairies that regularly interact with people are usually girls.  They
just seem to be more comfortable with us than the guys are."


            "Oh. 
When are you leaving?" he asked Olissa.


            "Tomorrow
morning, early.  Aunt Shandra's coming to get me and take me into
Earth.  I'll catch a bus from there."


            "Will
you make it home in time for the start of Yule?" Jim asked.


            "We
only celebrate Christmas at home, so that's not a problem."


            "Ouch. 
Missing out on half the fun," Jim said.


            Olissa
shrugged.  David had a feeling this was a cost-cutting measure for
Olissa's parents, so he didn't say anything about it.


            When
they reached their dorm, Jim split off to go to their room, but David walked
Olissa to her room.


            "You
can come on in.  My roommates are already gone," she said. 
Though her new roommates had been more pleasant to her than the old ones, they
had made it clear that her friend David was not welcome.


            David
and Olissa chatted as she finished up her packing.  Finally, she sat down
on the bed next to him.


            "Is
the place you have to go really bad?" Olissa asked.


            "I
suppose that depends on what you consider bad," David allowed. 
"No one likes losing their freedom, but ultimately, it's not
horrible.  You don't get beaten or tortured, and there's not the kind of
violence you'd expect from an Earth prison.  On the other hand, the food
sucks, the atmosphere is lousy, and you can't leave until they say you
can.  Mostly, it's boring as all hell."


            "Oh. 
I'm sorry you have to go there.  Is there no way to get out of it?"


            David
shook his head.  "I'm required to be either here or there. 
Since I can't stay here, I have to go there.  It's only for two
years.  I hope."  After a few moments of silence, David asked,
"What's Christmas like with your family?"


            "The
usual.  Tree, stockings, presents.  Not as fancy as a lot of
people's, I'm sure."


            David
put his hand on her arm.  "It's hard on you, isn't it?"


            "From
time to time.  My real problem, I guess, is that my parents choose
to live this way.  My father is a good magician.  He could live in
Dugerra, and work a job that paid well.  Mother isn't quite as good as
Papa, but she would find work, too.  But they like the simple life. 
They don't even use their magic very much.  Papa won't even use it when he
goes fishing.  He calls it cheating."


            "Do
they object to magic, or they just don't want to use it?"


            "They
have no objection.  They use it if they need to.  They just say that
'that complicated magical life' isn't for them."


            "I'm
sorry you have to deal with that."


            David
reached over and hugged her, and she leaned against him.  After a long
moment, Olissa looked up at him.


            "Are
you seeing anyone?"


            David
smiled at her.  "Nope.  You?"


            "No." 
She leaned up and kissed him.


            The
rest of their evening was spent enjoying each other.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            The
last day David spent at the school was boring.  Jim had left early
Saturday, just as Olissa had, so he spent all of that day just putting things
in order in his room.  He did have to send off some packages, so he
carried those over to the post office, now that he knew how to make use of it. 
He had thought he was going to have to ask Garibaldi to do it for him.


            Finally,
around noon on Sunday, Garibaldi showed up to collect him.


            "How'd
your semester go?" he asked.


            "Not
bad, I suppose.  Could have been worse.  Could have been a lot
better."


            "Oh?"


            David
shrugged.  "Some of the students here don't like demighosts."


            "How
long has the news been out?"  Garibaldi had not received any reports
from the school about David, so he didn't know what had gone on.


            "Since
mid-September."


            "Damn. 
That secret didn't take long to leak.  Who ratted you out?"


            "I
did.  Apparently you can't morph a demighost.  No one bothered to
tell me that."


            "Ouch. 
So... a lot of name-calling, I assume?"


            "More
rock-hurling than name-calling, but there was enough of that, as well. 
People take great joy in using morph spells on me..."


            "What,
exactly, does that do?"


            "Forces
me into ghost form until the next sunrise."


            "Shit."


            "And
there's this one guy who needs a good swift kick to the groin."


            Garibaldi
chuckled.  "Yeah, there always seems to be one, doesn't there?"


            "Yeah. 
So, what's the plan for today?"


            "It's
too late to head back now.  Since the dorms are closed now, we'll spend
the night at the Slyther Inn, and we'll fly back tomorrow morning."


            "Okay. 
What do we do with the rest of the day?"


            "Hell
if I know.  I'm sure we'll find something."


-----


            Ultimately,
the two had wasted their afternoon just wandering around.  They hadn't
even talked very much.  It had been very boring, and they were both glad
when it was late enough to head for the inn and have their dinner.  At
least then, they would have some other people to talk with.


            "Welcome,
gents," the inn keeper said.  "Need a room?" he asked,
seeing David's bag and the birdcage.


            "One
with two beds, please," Garibaldi confirmed.


            "Bonnie,
if you would," the man said.


            "Of
course.  This way, you two."  She smiled at David, but was
businesslike to Garibaldi.


            Their
room was the same as last time.  David was still embarrassed by his comments
the last time she'd led them to this room, but no one made any mention of it.


            "Will
you be wanting dinner?" she asked them pleasantly as they headed back down
to the main room.


            "Please,"
Garibaldi told her.


            Dinner
was excellent, as usual, and the two conversed with Bonnie, the inn keeper, and
the other patrons who passed in and out of the dining area.


            After
a while, however, Bonnie came over to David.  She leaned down and
whispered in his ear, "Follow me."  She didn't wait for a
response, but walked off, toward the back hallway.


            David
looked at Garibaldi.  Almost disinterestedly, Garibaldi said, "Go
ahead.  It's not like you're going anywhere."


            David
got up and quickly followed Bonnie, who led him down a hallway and then opened
a specific door.  She motioned him inside.


            The
room was clearly her apartment at the inn.  It was tastefully decorated,
and very feminine.


            When
David heard the door close, he turned back to Bonnie, who stepped to him, put
her arms around his neck, and kissed him, hard, on the lips.  David
immediately responded, kissing back and wrapping his arms around her waist,
pulling her into him.


            Bonnie
pressed herself tightly against David's body, rolling her hips in such a way
that she massaged his cock through his pants.  She felt it come quickly to
hardness, and she wanted at it, soon.


            After
a while, they broke their kiss, and David stared into Bonnie's deep blue
eyes.  She smiled at him, and then she began to sink to her knees. 
David was a little surprised that things were going this fast, but he wasn't
about to object.


            Once
she was kneeling before him, she unfastened David's pants and pulled them and
his underwear down, exposing his erect cock to her hungry eyes.  She
licked her lips as she reached up and gently gripped his shaft, slowly jacking
it to keep it nice and hard.  She put her lips on the tip of his prick,
and then pushed herself forward, engulfing his cock with her mouth.


            When
she was about halfway onto his dick, she paused, took a deep breath, and then
began to bob rapidly on him.  David immediately groaned at the feel of
it.  He put his hands on her head, his fingers tangling in her short
blonde hair, mainly to help him keep his balance.


            Bonnie
worked her mouth over David's cock rapidly, trying to draw the cum from his
balls.  She knew that it wouldn't take much, and she was right.  In
only a minute, he started to grunt out his warning.  She wasn't having
that; she wanted to taste his spunk.


            In
a few more seconds, she got her wish, as David blasted his load deep into her
mouth.  She continued to suck, drawing out every drop of his essence that
she could get.  Once he was done erupting, she let him slip out of her
mouth, and she rose back to her feet.


            "That
was incredible," David said softly.  She smiled at the compliment. 
He pulled her close and kissed her, his hands slipping underneath her shirt to
caress her back.  While they continued kissing, David unfastened her bra,
and then worked on her skirt and underwear.  By the time they broke liplock,
she was nude from the waist down, and her bra hung loose on her.  He
wasted no time pulling her blouse and bra off her, as well.


            David
cupped one of Bonnie's ample tits, and then leaned down and sucked the nipple
on her other breast.  Bonnie moaned in pleasure, holding his head against
her chest.  He reached down with his free hand and slipped it between her
legs, caressing her clit with a finger.  Bonnie jolted at the sudden
pleasure of that.


            "Not
the bed," was all she said to him when he let loose of her nipple. 
He nodded, and then walked her over to a desk in the corner.  He gently
pushed her up onto it, and then he knelt before her.


            Bonnie
spread her legs wide as he approached, and she hissed as his tongue contacted
her pussy lips.  David worked over her pussy and her clit, moving back and
forth between the two.  Bonnie played with her nipples while he worked,
and she was quickly rising to her own peak.  When David slipped his finger
inside of her and began to finger fuck her, she went quickly over the edge,
crying out in bliss as her hips bucked against his face.


            David
held on for the ride while she climaxed, and only when she started to come
down, heaving with the effort, did he let her loose.  He got up, watching
her chest bounce as she breathed heavily.  He was already hard again, and
he hoped that she would be up for another round soon.


            In
just a few moments, she motioned him to take her, and he stepped to her,
pulling her tightly against him.  She wrapped her legs and arms around
him, and then kissed him passionately.  David put his hands under her ass
and lifted, then he turned and pushed her strongly against the wall, holding
her in place while he bent his knees slightly, and then pushed upward.


            David's
cock found the mark on the first try, and he slid deep into Bonnie in a single
stroke.  She screamed into his mouth, as they were still kissing.


            As
soon as he had steadied himself, David started to slam into Bonnie as hard as
he could.  His cock rammed into her, causing her to grunt with each
thrust.  She was in heaven, and loving every second of the fucking.


            After
a while, however, David grew a bit tired.  He considered how else he could
take her, and then decided.  He stopped his motions with his cock buried
in her twat, and then pushed off the wall.  Bonnie knew they were changing
positions, so she put her feet back on the floor.  David pulled out of
her, and then motioned her to lean over the desk.


            As
soon as Bonnie complied, David's cock was back at her entrance, and he slid it
back in so smoothly, she sighed in contentment.  Then David grabbed hold
of her hips and began fucking her as hard as he could.


            Bonnie
was immediately screaming in pleasure, and it wasn't long before a second
orgasm washed over her.  After that, David laid her down on the desk, and
he fucked her more gently, staring down into her eyes.  She smiled up at
him, rubbing his chest while he rocked in and out of her.  She could feel
another orgasm building inside her.


            David
hoped that one arrived quickly, because he was holding his own back at this
point.  He saw the lust in her eyes, however, and knew she wanted that
last climax.  He rocked a little faster, driving her closer and closer to
her peak.


            When
David leaned down and took her nipple in his mouth, sucking it and flicking it
with his tongue, her back arched, and she let out a loud wail of passion. 
Her pussy squeezed his cock, and he could tell her orgasm had begun.  He
let go of his own control at that point, slamming his dick deep inside her and
loosing a torrent of cum into her cunt.


            The
two writhed against each other for a very long time before they were both able
to come back to their senses.  When David helped Bonnie up from the desk,
she immediately sank to her knees.  She took his softening dick into her
mouth, and licked off all her juices, cleaning him as best she could.  She
then let him loose, and let him help her stand again.


            "God,
I needed that," Bonnie said to him.  "You're an awesome
lover."


            David
couldn't blush, but he was embarrassed.  "Thanks.  You're not
bad, either."


            As
they got dressed, David asked, "Not that I really minded, but why not the
bed?"


            Bonnie
looked at him, her turn to be embarrassed.  "I reserve that for
boyfriends."


            "Oh,"
David said.  He could understand that thinking.  "Since I'm not
your boyfriend..." he started to ask.


            He
didn't need to finish.  "Why did I jump you?"  David
grinned.  She said, "Because I was horny as all hell, and you were
available.  I thought you were cute the first time you came in here. 
You seem to be a nice guy, so I figured it was 'safe' for me to share my body
with you."


            "Well,
I'm glad you did.  You have a very nice body."


            Bonnie
blushed.  "Thank you."


            David
came over and kissed her.  She responded immediately, but neither of them
had any passion left.  David knew that this wasn't going anywhere.  If
it had been, they'd have used the bed.  Still, she had an incredible body,
and the sex was more interesting than anything he'd have been doing sitting out
with Mr. Garibaldi.


            As
they were leaving her room, she put her hand on his arm.  "If I
should... need your company again..." she asked, actually blushing.


            David
smiled at that.  Well, at least she thinks I'm worth a second go... 
"You know where to find me... at least when I'm in school, you do."


            Bonnie
smiled sweetly at him, and then led him back to the dining room.  All the
patrons there politely ignored their return.


            Garibaldi,
however, did not.  "Have fun?" he asked quietly.


            "Mind
your manners, Mr. Garibaldi," David said.  A second later, a piece of
Gorumshead cream pie landed in front of David.  He smiled up at Bonnie,
who winked at him, and then walked away.


            At
least my trip back to jail is starting out nicely...


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Good
morning, David," Jailla said as David got out of bed.


            David
yawned, and then stretched as he stood up.  Finally, he said,
"Morning, Jailla.  Merry Christmas."


            Jailla
blinked.  "Merry Christmas to you.  I was beginning to think you
did not celebrate Yuletide."


            "Just
Christmas," David replied, still sleepy.


            "Why
do you pick only one day of the celebration?  And the last day, at
that?"


            "It's
the only part of it I know anything about.  We don't celebrate 'Yule' back
in Earth.  At least, most people don't.  We celebrate
Christmas."


            "I
see."


            "Speaking
of," David said, finally starting to perk up, "I got you a
present."


            "Oh? 
What is it?" Jailla asked with interest.


            "I
asked Amy to order this from Earth, as she doesn't know anywhere around
Gorumshead that it grows.  It's called millet.  In Earth, it is often
just called bird seed."  David put the sprays, as they are known, of
seed into Jailla's cage.  Jailla stepped forward and cautiously nibbled on
the millet spray, and then suddenly attacked it with gusto.


            After
a long moment, he stopped stuffing his beak long enough to say, "This is
wonderful!"  He hopped over to the edge of his cage, and he lifted up
a bundle of twigs lying there.  He pulled out something that David
couldn't quite make out, but the light glinted off it.


            Jailla
hopped over toward the door of his cage, and then dropped the item just inside
the entrance.


            "I
found this in the forest at Woodward.  I thought you might like it. 
Merry Christmas, David."


            David
picked up the reddish-orange crystal, and watched the light flash off it as he
turned it back and forth.


            "Very
nice," David said.  "Thanks, Jailla."


-----


            After
breakfast, David was resting on his bed when a guard came to his cell door.


            "Merry
Christmas, Stroud," the guard said.  It was not the usual
guard.  "You've got gifts," he continued.


            "Really?"
David asked, surprised.


            The
guard opened the door, and then set the boxes on David's table. 
"Don't be surprised if some of them don't work.  Remember, no magic
works inside your cell."


            "Right,"
David said, nodding.


            Once
the guard had left, David looked over the small pile of boxes.  He didn't
know what order to open them in.


            He
picked up the one from Dean Lengel first, and decided to open that one. 
Inside was a book titled, "Divination: A Historical Guide".


            I
wonder what she's trying to tell me about Divination...  David set the
book aside and then looked for the next item to open.  The next smallest
box was from Jim, so he opened that.  Inside was a decorative wooden
block.  The way it was designed, it looked as though it was supposed to
have something on top of it, but there was nothing else in the box.            


            I
wonder if this is something magical.  If so, it wouldn't work in
here.  I'll just have to wait and see what it might be.  He set
it aside and moved on.


            Olissa's
box was next, and inside he found several baked goods, and a card wishing him a
Merry Christmas, even if he was stuck in "that horrid place". 
He smiled, munching on a Christmas cookie.  He gave one to Jailla, as
well, who thanked him.


            Gwen's
box contained a telescope, and a note.  "Since you're spending so
much time awake at night these days, I thought you might like something to do
with your time."  The telescope was a nice refractor style, with a
heavy tripod.


            His
final box was, in fact, from Prof. Stott.  David was surprised.  He
had gotten cards for Professors Stott, Fibblebitz, and Phillips, and for Dean
Lengel, but he'd not expected gifts from them.  The box was large and
heavy, and so he was careful unwrapping it.  Inside was a hand-crafted
wooden case.  He unlatched the case and opened it, to find it full of
vials and flasks.  A small booklet inside proclaimed it, "Potion
Maker's Essentials Collection", and listed inside all of the included
ingredients.  David smiled.  He had not realized he'd impressed her
with his potions quite this much.


            Or
maybe she gives one of these to anyone who manages to make a base potion. 
He closed the box back up, and then realized he would have to give it to the
warden for safe keeping.  It would be considered a "dangerous"
item, and they weren't allowed to have them in their cells.  It would be
returned, he hoped, when he went back to school.


            He
called the guard down to his cell.


            "What
you need, Stroud?"


            "I'm
not allowed to keep one of my gifts with me.  Is there someplace it can be
stored, so that I can get it when I go back to school?"


            "Depends
what it is.  What is it?"


            "A
potion-making kit."


            "Ah,
so that's what the heavy one was.  Yes, we have a room for those kinds of
things."


            "I
will get it back, right?"


            "If
you ask for it," the guard confirmed.


            "Also,
I was wondering if I could hold this outside of my cell for a minute, to see if
it's magical in some way."  He held up Jim's gift, which still looked
like a decorative wooden block.


            "Yeah,
sure.  I got to open the cell, anyway, to get that box.  Put a tag on
the box, first," the guard directed, "So we know who it belongs
to."


            David
did so, and then the guard opened the cell.  "Step out," he told
David.


            As
soon as David was clear of the cell, the block in his hands came to life. 
He nearly dropped it in surprise.  What appeared on it was David, on top
of the kelpie.  He watched the magical illusion for several seconds.


            "How
in the world did he get this?  No one recorded that trip..."


            "What,
you mean you've actually ridden that thing?"


            "Yeah."


            "How
did you survive under water?" the guard asked.


            "I
don't need to breathe," David replied.  "Under water's pretty
much the same as above water for me."


            The
guard shook his head.  "All right, back in you go."


            David
went back in, and the guard followed him.  David said, "Thank you,
for letting me see what it was."


            "Sure,
sure," the guard said.  "Oof, this thing is heavy," he said
when he picked up the potion-making kit.  "Make sure you ask for this
back when you leave.  If you leave it here, it becomes ours."


            "Don't
worry, I'll ask for it."


            After
the guard went away, David lay back down on his bunk, staring up at the
ceiling.


            "I
wonder how the others liked their gifts..."


-----


            "Mail
for you, Officer Garibaldi," the clerk said.  Sheridan waited while
Garibaldi retrieved his mail.


            "What's
that?" Sheridan asked.


            "A
Christmas card.  It's from David."


            "How's
he doing?" Sheridan asked.  Though Garibaldi had been assigned as
David's case officer, Sheridan was no longer involved, so was not current on
David's progress.


            "He's
doing okay, all things considered."  Garibaldi opened the card, and a
sparkling light shot out, floating upward until it was hovering over
Garibaldi's head.


            "Uh-oh,"
Garibaldi said.  The light began to emit magical snow.  It fell and
landed on Garibaldi, feeling quite cold, but it didn't melt into water, instead
vaporizing after several minutes.  As Garibaldi walked to his desk, the
light, and the snow, followed him.


            The
card said, "I know you spend too much time indoors.  Here, have some
fun!"


            "I'm
gonna kill that kid," Garibaldi grumped.  Sheridan laughed.


-----


            "Penelope!"
Jacob gasped in surprise.  "Good to see you!"


            "Merry
Christmas, Jacob," she said.


            "Is
it Christmas already?" he asked.  "Well, Merry Christmas to
you!  Shouldn't you be with your family?"


            "I
live at the school, Jacob.  They won't miss me for a few hours.  I
was asked to bring you your gift."


            "Gift?"


            "It's
from David.  He also asked that I not open my gift until I was with
you."


            "That
boy..."  Jacob said, subdued.


            "He
has a good heart, that one," Penelope agreed.  "Now, open your
gift."


            Jacob
tore off the wrapping from his present, took one look at it, and laughed
heartily.


            "What
is it?" Penny asked.  She could tell it was a book, but had not seen
the title.


            Jacob
calmed down enough to say, "It is The Mammoth Tome of Earthly Ghost
Stories!"


            After
that, both of them had a good laugh.


            Finally,
once they'd settled, Jacob said, "Make sure to tell David I said thank
you.  It may not last nearly long enough, but it will at least give me
something to do.  What did he get you?"           


            Penny
carefully unwrapped her box, and found inside a hair comb bedecked in ghostly
crystals that shimmered.  She took it out of the box and slipped it into
her hair.


            Jacob
nodded.  "It is very becoming on you."


            "What
I want to know," Penny said, "Is how David found a place to buy Haven
goods."


            "Yes,
that is a good question," Jacob agreed.  "Make sure you
ask him."


-----


            "Jim,
this just arrived for you... well, okay, not really for you..." his mother
told him after coming back from the door, where someone had just delivered
something.


            "Huh?"
Jim asked.


            "It's
actually addressed to Melissa."


            Jim
laughed.  "Who's it from?"


            "David
Stroud?" she said, not recognizing the name.


            Jim
laughed even harder.  "He would!  David's my roommate."


            "Oh!"
she said, the name finally clicking.  "So..."


            "So
he really did mean it's for Melissa," Jim confirmed with a grin.


            "Well,
that was nice of him," she said, and set the fruit basket down on the
coffee table.  "Have at it, Melissa."


            Melissa
immediately grabbed a strawberry and gobbled it down.  Then she offered a
piece of fruit to everyone else.


            "What
did David get you?" Jim's father asked.


            Jim
blushed.  "He got me a magazine subscription," Jim replied.


            "To
what?" his mother asked innocently.


            "Uh,
it's a wizarding thing, Mom," Jim replied evasively.  His mother had
not passed her licensure test, even after taking it three times, and so she
pretended that 'wizarding things' did not interest her.  His father wasn't
a wizard at all, so such things somewhat frightened him.


            "Ah,"
she said, and dropped the subject.  Jim sighed inwardly.  David had
gotten him a subscription to magiXXX magazine, and he had thankfully warned him
not to open the gift in mixed company.  The illusions of naked women
prancing through the room would not have appealed to his mother.


            "You
must tell David I said thank you," Melissa said, climbing in Jim's lap.


            "I
will," Jim assured her.


-----


            "Well,
the only gift you have left here is from David, dear," Gwen's mother
said.  "I wish we could have gotten to meet him."


            "I
do, too.  He's a great guy.  He puts up with so much crap from the
other students..."


            "Does
he get angry about it?" her father asked.


            "Frustrated,
more than angry," Gwen confirmed.  "He tries not to let it show,
but every once in a while, he slips.  And that damned Marcus
Savolar..."


            Her
parents nodded immediately.  They were more than familiar with the Savolar
family, which lived in the same small town they did.


            "So,
what did he get you?" her mother asked.


            Gwen
opened the small package, and when she pulled the device out of its box, her
face lit up.  "It's an iPod!" she squealed.


            "A
what?" her parents asked in unison.


            "It's
an Earth device!"


            "You
mean it has... electronic-thingies inside?" her father asked.


            "Yeah! 
Oh, this is so cool!"


            "What's
it do?" her mother asked interestedly.


            "It
plays music," Gwen explained.  "If I can figure out how to turn
it on."


            "You're
the technomander," her father teased.  "Wave your wand at
it!"


            "Daddy,"
she said, rolling her eyes.  "I'll just try the 'ON' button
first."


            "Have
it your way..." he said with a grin.


-----


            "You
have two gifts from David, girl," her mother told Olissa.  "He
must really like you."


            Olissa
looked at the boxes.  "This one is not for me," she
corrected.  "It's for Bispy."


            Bispy's
head shot up.  He had been lying on the floor, snoozing in the corner. 
He immediately trotted over to see what was up with the package.


            "Well,
whoever it's for, I had to wrap it.  It arrived by delivery boy
yesterday," her mother said.


            "You
want to open it, or should I do it for you?" Olissa asked Bispy.  In
response, Bispy tore into the wrapping, making a horrid mess.


            "Fine,
you unwrap it," Olissa said with a grin.  The box was rather large,
and inside of the cardboard box, which Olissa had to open for Bispy, was a
cooler.  Inside the cooler were...


            "Oh,
dear Lord, that dragon will double his weight!" her mother cried.


            Bispy
was almost drooling over the contents of the box.  Inside was a large
order from Omaha Steaks.


            "Don't
try to eat them now, Bispy, or you'll chip a tooth.  They're all
frozen."


            "Well...
cook one?" he said, almost plaintively.


            Olissa
smiled at him.  "As soon as I open my present," she
agreed.  Bispy sat down to watch her open her, rather small and
insignificant, he thought, box.


            Olissa
pulled the wrapping off her present, and inside, she found a lovely silver
necklace, with a silver pendant that had a vivid blue sapphire in it.  She
smiled widely at this, and immediately put it on.


            "Damn,
'cher.  That boy really must like you," her father said.  He
wasn't really Cajun, but it was hard not to pick up some of their speech
patterns when you lived among them.


            "I'll
have to make sure to thank him for this," she said.


-----


            David
sighed, thinking about all the things he'd gotten for his friends.  It had
been very difficult to find a way to send things to Earth.  The postmaster
had helped out in that respect.  Finding a vendor for Haven-compatible
goods was even more difficult, and he'd had to ask Madame Barbonne to help him
with that.  He hoped that Devyn wasn't too upset that she only got a card,
but he didn't even know if elves celebrated Christmas, let alone what to get
her.


            As
he lay there, something suddenly landed heavily on his stomach.


            "Ow!"
David exclaimed, his hand coming down on top of something wrapped.  He
looked over to his door, and saw Officer Garibaldi standing there in a pile of
snow.


            David
laughed.


            "I'm
glad you're enjoying yourself, you little bastard," Garibaldi said. 
David could tell his annoyance was mostly feigned.  "Merry Christmas,
David," he said, much more sincerely.


            "Merry
Christmas, Mr. Garibaldi.  You didn't have to get me anything."


            "Looks
like I'm not the only one who did," he said, motioning to the pile on
David's desk.


            While
David began to unwrap Mr. Garibaldi's gift, he said, "Some of my friends
from school sent me some things.  Plus the dean and one of my
professors."


            "Which
one?" Garibaldi asked with interest.


            "Prof.
Stott."


            "Really?"
he asked in surprise.


            David
looked up.  He was almost through the six layers of wrapping paper that
Garibaldi had put on the gift.  "Yeah, why?"


            "Professors
do send gifts to students, that's not unusual.  But I have never
known Prof. Stott to send one to somebody.  At least, I've never heard
about it."


            "How
many students did you know who were actually good at Potions class,
though?" David asked with a grin.


            "My
roommate was a whiz at that crap.  That's how I passed."


            "Oh." 
David finally got the wrapping off his present.  "Nice wrapping job,
by the way."


            "Too
bad I couldn't include a little snow for you!" Garibaldi replied, brushing
snowflakes off his coat for the thousandth time.


            David
grinned, and looked at the book in his hands.  101 Greatest Ghosts of
All Time.


            David
chuckled.  "Thanks for the book.  I can always use something to
pass the time in this place."


            "I
figured," Garibaldi said.  "Look, I've got to get going.  I
have dinner with my parents.  I just wanted to stop by and wish you a
Merry Christmas.  I'll see you in a couple weeks."


            "Yeah. 
Don't forget I'm going back a week before the semester begins."


            "Right. 
I'll be here on the 10th.  Take it easy, David."


            "You,
too.  Merry Christmas, and Happy New Year."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            



















	
	
		



    
    
    

Chapter 8: January


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David's
three weeks at the management facility passed by slowly and uneventfully. 
He had read both of the books he'd gotten for Christmas, eaten all of Olissa's
very tasty goodies, and had otherwise been bored out of his mind.  He
realized that he should have bought his books for next semester
beforehand.  He would then have at least had something to read.


            Now,
however, his time at NCCMF was coming to a close, at least for this trip. 
Garibaldi was expected to be here at any minute.  David had packed up all
his stuff, and had already requested his potion-making kit back.


            David
was staring out the window when his cell door opened, and Garibaldi
entered.  "My wife is not fond of you," Garibaldi said with a
grin.  "She doesn't like these long trips I keep having to
take."


            "Tell
her not to blame me.  You're the one who accepted the job as my case
officer."


            "I
have very carefully not told her that, David.  I'd rather have her
mad at you than me!"


            David
laughed.  "It's only for another... year and a fucking half,"
David said sourly.


            "Try
not to dwell on it.  Are you ready to go?"


            "I'm
waiting on them to return my potion-making kit."


            "We
already put it in the carriage.  The storage room is pretty close to the
outer door, so no point in carrying it back here just to carry it all the way
back up front."


            "Makes
sense.  In that case, I'm ready to go."


            "Let's
do it, then."


-----


            Their
trip had been uneventful, as usual, and they entered the Slyther Inn just as
night was setting in.


            As
they entered the inn, they waved to the innkeeper, who greeted them, then just
motioned toward Bonnie, who was sitting at a table talking with someone.


            On
closer inspection, David recognized the someone in question.


            "Prof.
Stott!"


            "Oh,
hello, David.  It's nice to see you, but... what are you doing here? 
School doesn't start until next week."


            "I
know.  But the dean is allowing me to stay up at the school this week,
since the RA's are back."


            "I
see," she said.  Bonnie leaned over and whispered something in Prof.
Stott's ear.  Prof. Stott blushed crimson at whatever it was.  She
rose from the table.  "Well, thank you, Bonnie, for the chat. 
What do I owe you for the meal?"


            Bonnie
told her, and Prof. Stott paid it.  She turned to David.  "It's
good to see you again, David."


            "You,
too, Professor.  And thank you, by the way, for the Christmas
present."


            "It
arrived intact?"


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            "Good. 
Now, I hope you won't think me rude, but I do have something I need to
do."


            "No
problem.  Have a good night, Professor."


            "You
too, David."  She waved to Bonnie, and breezed out the door.


            "What
was that about?" David asked Bonnie.


            "Never
you mind," Bonnie replied.  "Your usual room?"


            "Yes,"
Garibaldi said.


            "Will
you be wanting dinner?" she asked.


            Garibaldi
said, "Yes."


            David
stepped close to Bonnie and whispered, "Will you be wanting dessert?"


            Bonnie
gave him a sultry look, and replied softly, "Oh, yes."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Welcome
back, David!" the dean greeted him brightly.  "Mr. Garibaldi,"
she said less enthusiastically.


            "Madame
Lengel.  Do you accept custody of Mr. Stroud?"  This was a
semi-formal procedure, and he had to ask the question.


            "Of
course I do.  Not that he needs looking after."


            Garibaldi
smiled, and nodded.  "Then I'll take my leave.  I have to go
find my wife an apology gift for being gone."


            "Take
it easy, Mr. Garibaldi," David said.


            "You,
too, sport."


            As
Mr. Garibaldi walked away, David said, "I hate it when he calls me
that."


            "Don't
let him know that.  He'll call you that all the time," Dean Lengel
warned.  "Now," she said, switching subjects, "Let's walk
down to your dorm and meet the RA.  Wait, before we do that..." 
She pulled out her mirror, made a circle on it and said, "Misty Inverness."


            Her
mirror did not make a connection, but a somewhat loud pop was heard, and they
both looked up to see a being floating in mid-air about five feet in front of
them.


            "You
called, Madame Lengel?" the entity asked quietly.


            "Yes,
Misty.  This is David."


            "Hello,"
David said.


            "Hi!"
Misty said.


            "Um...
I don't mean to be rude or anything, but... what, exactly, are you? 
You're awful big to be a pixie..."


            Misty
giggled.  "I'm a fairy.  Wait a minute."  Misty spun
around in the air once and emitted several sparkles from her hand.  In a
flash of soft light, she suddenly appeared human size, but without wings.


            "That's
better.  I know you had trouble hearing me, though you were too polite to
say anything.  Fairy voices are very hard for people to hear when we're
small."


            David
nodded.  He was having trouble hearing her, but he hadn't wanted to say
so.  David tried not to look at her too obviously, but she was a very
pretty girl, even if she did have green hair.


            "Misty
is to be your new keeper, David," Dean Lengel said.  "I'm sorry
it took me so long, but finding a new escort for you was a bit difficult. 
I had chosen Sarah because her duties are so limited that if you had needed to
interrupt her, it wouldn't have mattered.  There are very few people on
campus for whom that is true, and the others for whom it is true, you would not
get along with well.


            "Then
I realized that there is an entire group of people for whom there is no
schedule.  The fairies come and go as they please.  So, I asked Misty
if she would take the job, and she said yes.  I remember what you said
about you and Sarah, but I figured, perhaps because Misty is not human, that
would not be an issue.  Further, since Misty can follow you around in her
fairy form, or even invisibly, she'll be less intrusive on your actions."


            David
nodded at that.  "It's nice to meet you, Misty."  David
reached out to shake hands.  Misty hesitated for a minute, then gripped
his hand firmly and shook.


            When
they broke contact, she said, "I'm sorry.  We don't usually touch
people."


            "Don't
worry about it," David said.  To the dean, he asked, "How do I
get in touch with Misty if I need her?"


            "The
same way I did.  Just dial her up on your mirror."


            "Oh. 
Okay."


            "Now,
we need to go down to the dorm.  Thank you, Misty."


            "No
problem, Madame Lengel.  See you later, David."  Misty clapped
her hands together, and amid another soft burst of light, she disappeared.


            As
they walked across the terrace, David said, "I want to thank you for the
Christmas present, but... why did you send me that book in particular?"


            "Because
I want you to take Divination seriously.  When I asked you about it, you
made it sound like you were taking it strictly to be with your friends. 
While that's a perfectly legitimate reason to take some classes, Divination
isn't one of them.  It's too difficult.  It's too... life-altering,
if you do it right."


            "How
so?"


            "When
you can see things beyond what you can see, it both gives you a sense of power,
and it gives you an almost continual sense of foreboding.  Something is
always going wrong somewhere, you see, and it seems as though you can
sense that.  Lots of students abandon Divination when they discover this
side-effect.  However, if you take the class long enough, you learn to
submerge this feeling, and to only pay attention to it when it changes. 
For a while, though, it can be quite unpleasant.


            "I
also worry a little about your ability to focus well enough.  With the
difficulty you've been having with your wand, it calls into question your
concentration.  I'm not trying to belittle you, David, but I think you
deserve to hear the truth."


            "I
appreciate that.  And the whole concentration thing is a concern for me,
too.  Prof. Phillips is going to tutor me this semester, to help me with
my wand.  Hopefully whatever he shows me can carry over."


            "Oh? 
That's good.  I'm glad to hear that you are already looking after this
problem.  I'm also glad that Prof. Phillips agreed to help you."


            "He
didn't actually agree.  He's the one that made the offer."


            "Oh? 
Well, that's a point in his favor.  He hasn't been here very long, so I
don't know him as well as I would like.  This is only his second year
teaching at the Academy.  I am glad to hear that he holds no ill for
you."


            "Except
when I'm blinding him with a poorly done lux lucis, no ill will at all."
David said.  The dean chuckled.


            Once
they arrived at the dorm, Dean Lengel led David down to the end of his hallway,
and knocked on the door of the closet-sized apartment that David now understood
was his RA's home.


            The
door opened to reveal another fairy, this one with blue hair.


            "I
hope I'm not disturbing you, Selitha," Dean Lengel said.  "I
just wanted to let you know that David was back."


            "Oh. 
Okay.  Welcome back, David," Selitha said quietly.  David
realized it was because their voices were so high-pitched when they were small
that he had trouble hearing them.


            "Thank
you."


            "That
was all I wanted," Dean Lengel told the fairy.  "Have a good
day."


            "Good
day to you both," she said, and went back into her room.


            "Now,
I'm going to hold you to your honor not to get into any trouble.  Let's go
down and make sure the brownies have already brought your stuff to your room."


            A
quick check showed that everything was, in fact, present and accounted for.


            "Please
don't make me regret letting you back," Dean Lengel said.


            "I
won't.  Have I given you cause to think I would?"


            "No,
you haven't.  But I worry.  We are treating you differently
from other students, and so if you get into trouble, people are going to
immediately notice and comment."


            "I'm
trying my best to keep my nose clean.  Some of the other students are
making that difficult, but I know you've gone out on a limb for me, so I don't
want to cause you any more grief."


            "Thank
you.  Anyway, I'll leave you to yourself now.  Welcome back."


            "Thanks."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
settled in for the first day, but after that, he figured it was time to get
started preparing for the next semester.  He headed to the bookstore to
get his new books.


            Just
as he entered the bookstore, he saw the clerk, Jeff, being nearly buried under
a mountain of textbooks, which had tipped and fallen on him.  Jeff cursed
repeatedly as he started restacking the texts.


            David
found most of what he needed, but two of his books appeared not to be on the
shelves yet.  David took his things up to the counter, where Jeff was now
sitting on his stool.


            "Are
the books for Herbology and Enchantments and Curses in the back?"


            "Yes. 
I haven't gotten them out yet," he said shortly.


            And
yet you're here sitting on your ass, rather than working, David thought to
himself.  Out loud, he said, "Can you go get them for me,
please?"


            After
a heavy breath, Jeff said, "Hungh.  Very well."  He heaved
himself off the stool and made his way toward the back of the store.  On
his way, David heard him mutter, "Worst birthday ever."


            David
felt a little bad now.  He had not known it was the man's birthday, and
while it didn't excuse his poor behavior, it certainly explained his bad mood.


            "Here
are your books," Jeff said, plopping them down on top of the others.


            "What
do I owe?"


            "Seventy-five
granas."


            As
Jeff put the books in a bag, David pulled out a 100-grana coin.  He handed
it to Jeff as he took the bag.  "Keep the rest.  Happy
Birthday."


            David
didn't wait for a response, but instead took his books and left.


            As
David was waiting for a floating rock down to the terrace level, one of the
professors came up beside him.


            "David! 
Welcome back to school!  You're here early."


            "Hi,
Prof. Phillips.  Yes, sir.  The dean allowed me to come back early. 
It's more pleasant staying here than in my other home."


            "I
can only imagine.  Since you are here early, would you like to
begin working on your wand control?"


            "Sure. 
When would be good for you?  I have my days completely open for the
moment."


            "Let's
start tomorrow morning, around ten.  We'll have a look at your schedule
then and see when we can set a regular time."


            "Okay. 
I want to thank you for helping me out."


            "Nonsense. 
You've got the knack to be a good wizard.  You just need to learn some control."


            "I'm
hoping that what you teach me will also help with my Divination class. 
Dean Lengel says that, also, requires a lot of concentration."


            "Indeed
it does.  And you might also consider getting assistance from your
Divination instructor, too."


            "Maybe,
but I don't know the Divination professor."


            "Who
do you have?"


            "Zoroaster."


            "Ah. 
Prof. Zoroaster is a good guy.  He's very straightforward, and tries to rationalize
Divination, instead of making it sound all mystical.  I think you'll like
him."


            "Well,
that's good to know."


            "Anyway,
I've got to go.  I'll see you tomorrow at ten."


            "Yes,
sir.  Thank you again."


            "No
problem!  Take care, now."


            The
two separated, as the professor headed off toward the Herbology building, and
David headed for his dorm.  His semester was looking up already.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
tacked his new schedule up on his wall, so he could keep track.  Prof.
Phillips had scheduled their tutoring for Mondays, right after David's
Metamorphosis class.  He hoped that he would be able to gain the control
he had lacked so far.


            As
David was putting his books in order, there was a knock at the door. 
David looked up in curiosity.  The only people in the dorm were him and
the RA's, and that was a clearly human knock.


            David
opened the door to find Prof. Stott standing on the other side. 
"Well, hello, Professor," David greeted happily.  "What can
I do for you today?"


            "Mind
if I come in?" she asked.


            "Sure,"
he said, standing aside to allow her to enter the room.  He closed the
door, then mentally wondered whether he should have left it open.  Then he
realized that there was no one in the building, anyway, so it didn't matter.


            Prof.
Stott looked around the room.  She had seen it the day David had been
petrified, but hadn't taken much notice.  Now, she took in his section of
the room carefully, seeing what was there.  She nodded politely to Jailla,
who eyed her with interest from his perch, then went back to preening. As she
looked around, she was pleased to note that her gift to him was prominently
placed on a shelf, where it could be easily accessed.


            "So,
what brings you by?" David asked.


            "There's
just a couple things we need to take care of," Prof. Stott said, turning
back to face him.


            "Oh,
okay," David said.  "Then, would you like me to take your
coat?" David asked politely.


            "Among
other things," she replied.  David looked at her curiously until she
opened her coat and slipped it off, revealing that she had on only lingerie
beneath it.  She held her coat out to David, who just kind of stared in
awe.


            "Weren't
you going to take my coat?" she asked, grinning mischievously at him.


            "Uh,"
David replied, reaching out somewhat mechanically and taking the coat from her
hand.  He tore his eyes from the sight long enough to find the hook on the
back of the door, where he carefully hung the coat, and then, taking a deep
breath, turned back to face his teacher, who was now nearly naked in front of
him.


            Prof.
Stott approached David, who was still stunned at seeing his teacher this way. 
The lingerie she was wearing was little more than a few strips of cloth, and a
heart pasted over each of her nipples.  She wore stockings and high heels
to emphasize her legs, not that they needed the help in the slightest.


            "Do
you like what you see, David?" she asked softly.  David looked into
her eyes.  With the heels on, she was slightly taller than him, and so he
had to look up slightly.


            "Very
much," he said.  "You're incredibly beautiful."


            Prof.
Stott leaned in and softly pressed her lips to David's.  David immediately
kissed back, and then placed his hands on her hips, gently pulling her more
tightly against his body.  She came willingly, and her tongue snaked out
and into his mouth, massaging his tongue as her arms wrapped around his neck.


            David
let his hands slip around to her back, feeling the silky flesh there which was
exposed by the flimsy lingerie she was wearing.  Slowly, he slid his hands
down until they were cupping her ass cheeks.  Prof. Stott moaned into his
mouth, indicating that she was enjoying his touch.


            David
could not believe that he was French-kissing his professor, but he wasn't about
to stop unless she made him.  Eventually, she did break their kiss, and
smiled at him.


            "Something
feels awfully hard down there," she said mischievously.


            "Sexy
women kissing me does that," David said with a smile and a raise of the
eyebrows.


            "Hmm. 
Flattery will get you everything but a good grade," she said.  She
let go of him, placing her hands on his chest and pushing him back against the
door.  Then, slowly, she knelt in front of him.  As her hands deftly
unfastened his pants, David held his breath in anticipation of what might come
next.


            Prof.
Stott pulled David's pants and underwear down, exposing his rock-hard shaft to
her hungry gaze.  She took his prick gently in hand, and began to lick it,
back and forth, getting it nice and wet.


            Once
she was happy with the job she'd done, she moved her mouth to the head of
David's cock.  She placed one hand on each of David's thighs, holding him
in place, and then she pressed her mouth forward, continuing until she had
engulfed his entire cock in her mouth.


            "Holy
shit," David murmured to himself.  He rested his hands on Prof.
Stott's head, tangling his fingers in her thick black hair.  She held her
mouth on him fully for the longest time before backing off, and then she began
to bob on his shaft.


            David
was immediately grunting and holding back his orgasm.  He couldn't believe
how good she was making him feel.  She continued to slide her lips up and
down his prick, her tongue adding wet friction as she went.


            "Gonna
come," he hissed in warning, still doing his best to hold back.


            Prof.
Stott hummed in response.  This did nothing to help David hold off his
impending blow.  In a few more seconds, he grunted his final
warning.  Prof. Stott pulled back, keeping the head of his dick firmly
inside her mouth as his cum began to burst forth.  She continued to suck
on him throughout, until he had finally stopped.  She licked off the tip
of his cock, and then slowly let him loose.


            As
she rose to her feet, she could tell by the look in his eyes that she had done
well.  David leaned in and kissed her, and she happily kissed back. 
She let him guide her over to his bed, and then they both sank to a sitting
position on it.  While they kissed, David reached up and began to fondle
her breast.  She moaned in pleasure, loving the feel of his hands on her
body.


            After
a moment, David broke their kiss, and looked down.  He was fingering the
heart covering her nipple.  "Do these come off?" he asked.


            "Just
nudge your finger under the edge and peel," she replied with a
smile.  David returned to kissing her while his finger flicked at the
heart until an edge came up.  Then, he slowly peeled it off her skin,
exposing her nipple to the air.  The sudden coolness caused chills, but
her nipple was soon warmed back up when David's palm covered it, rubbing it
back and forth.


            They
continued like this for just a minute, but then David broke their kiss. 
He leaned down and took her nipple into his mouth, sucking on it while he
fondled her other breast, which still had its heart on it.  He slipped off
the bed, kneeling before her.  David let loose her nipple, and then looked
down at her pussy, which showed through the opening in the crotchless
lingerie.  He leaned down and slid his tongue softly along the entire
length of her pussy lips.


            Prof.
Stott moaned loudly and leaned back, supporting herself on her arms.  She
put one leg over David's shoulder to encourage him to do that again.


            David
did, and Prof. Stott moaned again.  Then he began to flick his tongue
against the hood of her clit.  As he did so, he reached up to gently pinch
and twist her nipple.  She was in complete ecstasy as he worked her
over.  Her heat was rising quickly.


            When
David stiffened his tongue and slid it into her pussy, Prof. Stott couldn't
resist.  She began to roll her hips into his face, forcing his tongue
further inside of her.  David pressed in, wiggling his tongue as she
moved, fucking her with the writhing appendage.  He used his free hand to rub
her clit, while his other hand continued to play with her nipple and breast.


            Prof.
Stott was very quickly on the verge of coming, and then past it.  She
screamed out in pleasure, and coated David's tongue with her juices.  He
continued to lap at her pussy until she could take no more, and pushed him
gently away.


            While
David was waiting for her to settle, he removed his shirt.  He was now
completely nude, having shed his other clothes earlier by the door.  Once
he thought that she could take it, David rose from his position.  He kept
her leg over his shoulder, letting it straighten as he rose.  Once he was
standing, her pussy was open, wet, and waiting, and his cock was as hard as he
could ever remember it being.


            David
put the head of his dick against her pussy lips, and didn't even wait for
approval, but slowly began to sink into her depths.  Prof. Stott, who was
still reeling from her orgasm, let out a guttural moan, and looked up at him
with something akin to awe.


            "God,
that feels good," she said.


            David
smiled down at her, and continued to slowly press in until his dick was fully
buried inside her.  He held on to her ankle, which was now by his head,
and he began to slowly rock in and out of her.


            "Oh,
shit, yes," Prof. Stott said.  It was the first time he'd ever heard
her cuss, and he smiled at the thought.  He knew he was doing something
she liked, and he kept it up, rocking his hips and occasionally twisting them,
to press his dick against a different part of her pussy.


            The
pair fucked like this for several minutes, and Prof. Stott was heading for
another climax.  David increased his pace, pushing her closer and
closer.  She finally peaked, her body shuddering.  David loved
watching her tits jiggle on her chest as she shuddered in pleasure.


            As
Prof. Stott started to calm down, David pulled out of her.  She groaned at
the loss, but he wasn't nearly through with her yet.  Instead, he gently
moved her around on the bed so that she was lying on her side, fully on the bed,
and then he slid in behind her.  She felt far too good to argue with
anything he did at this point, and so she just let him do whatever he wanted.


            David
lifted her top leg, and then pressed his dick into her pussy from behind. 
She mewled at the return of his cock, and she wiggled her hips to help him
penetrate her.  He let go of her leg, letting it rest on top of his, as he
caressed her hip and thigh.


            Soon,
David was fully inside his professor once again, and then he began to slowly
rock back and forth, sliding his dick ever so slightly in and out of her
cunt.  Prof. Stott loved the feel of that, and she moaned approvingly.


            David
let his hand roam up her side, and then forward, cupping her breast.  He
pulled off the remaining nipple heart, and gently tugged and twisted that
nipple until it was standing proud.  He molded the flesh of her tit,
giving her wonderful feelings as they fucked slowly.


            After
a long while of coupling in this position, Prof. Stott turned her head to look
at David over her shoulder.  He smiled at her, and she smiled back in a way
that told him how happy she was with him.


            "I
need you to go a little faster now," she said softly.


            "We'll
have to change positions," he said.


            "I
know."


            David
slid his prick into her to the hilt, and then stopped.  She sighed in
contentment, and waited.  She would continue to let him take the lead.


            David
gently pulled her top leg up, and then rolled and twisted their bodies until
she was lying beneath him.  This had been especially tricky because he
refused to take his cock out of her warm cunt.  Once they were in their
new position, David began to stroke into her harder than he had.


            Prof.
Stott was immediately immersed in bliss.  She wrapped her legs around the
back of his thighs, to encourage him to thrust harder and faster.  David
slowly increased his pace, not wanting to go too fast just yet.  He knew
that they were both close to orgasm, and he didn't want this to be over just
yet.  It was like a dream he had no desire to wake up from.


            Inevitably,
however, they both grew closer and closer to their peaks.  Prof. Stott
started to pant and moan, calling his name over and over again as he thrust
into her.  David was grunting with each thrust now, holding back his
climax as hard as he could.


            Finally,
Prof. Stott arched her back, screamed "Oh, fuck, David, I'm coming!"
and froze, her body doing nothing more than shuddering.  The feel of her
tits pressed firmly into his chest, and the squeezing of her pussy, was more
than David could take, and he blasted load after load of cum deep into her cunt
until his balls were empty.


            By
the time he had regained his senses from his own orgasm, David noted that Prof.
Stott had either passed out, or fallen asleep.  Either way, she was not
conscious.


            A
few moments later, after he had reluctantly withdrawn from her pussy and lain
down beside her, he was, too.


-----


            David
was the first to awaken, wondering for a second if he had been dreaming. 
The warm body next to him made it clear, however, that he had not.  He
could feel her shivering slightly in her sleep.  While he couldn't
possibly cover her with a blanket, he could use his own body.  He didn't
generate any body heat anymore, but he could at least insulate her.


            A
few minutes later, she began to stir.  She felt David's body pressed
against her back, his arm over her side.  She smiled before she opened her
eyes, just enjoying the feel of the moment.


            Finally,
though, she did have to wake and face the situation, not that it was a bad one
to be facing.  She wiggled her entire body against him, and then turned
over to face him.  As she did, he rolled onto his back.  It allowed
her to rest her hand on his chest.  His was a cold body, no more than room
temperature, but she hadn't even noticed while he had been giving her the best
ride she'd had in years.


            David
leaned up, and they kissed again.  She was happy that he was pleased with
her performance, as well.


            When
they broke the kiss, David looked across the room and out the window. 
Prof. Stott asked, "Are you upset?"


            He
turned back to look at her, and smiled.  "No.  Just
confused."


            She
grinned.  "I guess this was a bit sudden."


            "A
bit," he replied.  "Not that I'm complaining, mind you. 
It's a good day when a beautiful woman wants to have sex with you.  I
just... didn't expect it."


            She
settled herself a little more tightly against him.  "Do you remember
last month, we talked for just a second about why I don't have a husband?"


            After
a second of thought, David said, "Yeah."


            "I
didn't really give you the whole reason.  I am kind of married to
my job... but that's not really why I'm not married.  I don't believe that
kind of relationship is right for me."


            "What
do you mean by 'that kind of relationship'?"


            "That
one-to-one, long-term commitment kind of thing."


            "So
you just go from boyfriend to boyfriend?" David asked.


            "No,
I don't do that, either.  I don't think that's fair to the men.  They
would expect something to build, and that's not what they're going to
get."


            David
was puzzled, and his look showed it.  "So... do you not date at
all?"


            "I
have friends with whom I socialize," she said slowly.  She hadn't
ever grown good at explaining how this worked in her mind.  "My
relationships are all non-exclusive, and with no commitment except as
friends."


            "I
see.  So you just have several friends with benefits?"


            "Benefits?"
Prof. Stott asked.  She'd not heard the term before.  "Oh! 
'Benefits'!  I like that.  Yes, I have had several 'friends
with benefits' over the years.


            "And...
if you'd be amenable, I'd like you and I to have such a relationship. 
Normally, I'd just let things happen naturally, and if we were compatible, the
inevitable would happen.  But I'm pretty sure that, even if you were
interested in me, you'd never approach me physically, so I'm being more...
direct than I normally would be.  Would you be interested in that kind of
friendship?"


            David
was shocked.  He figured, after what she had been telling him, that he was
simply a target of opportunity, that she had been horny, much like Bonnie had
been.  "I'd... I'd be happy to," David said.


            'You
seem a bit shocked," she said.


            "I
wouldn't think you'd want to hang around a student, quite frankly.  But
then, I didn't think you'd want to have sex with me, either."


            "You
came highly recommended in that regard," Prof. Stott admitted.


            "What?"
David asked incredulously.


            "Bonnie
and I are good friends," Prof. Stott said.


            "So...
what did she say that night in the inn?  When you blushed?"


            "She
said, 'I'll warm him up for you.'" Prof. Stott replied, blushing again.


            David
shook his head in disbelief.  "I didn't think women bragged like
that.  I thought that was a guy thing."


            "Bonnie
and I have been friends for a long time.  We do kind of compare notes. 
You're not offended, are you?"


            "No. 
How could I be, when her saying something led to today?  I'm just kind of
surprised, is all."


            "I'm
glad you're not upset.  I'll be honest, my last friend got a steady
girlfriend about six months ago, and I've been a bit lonely since.  You
have no idea how much I needed today."


            "My
pleasure."


            "Hmm."
she said.  She grew quiet for a long moment, and in fact rolled onto her
back to stare up at the ceiling.  David rolled onto his side now, so he
could continue to look at her.


            "There
is something else I wanted to ask you," Prof. Stott said finally. 
"I probably should have asked you this first, but I just... well, I
couldn't wait."  She looked him in the eyes, to make sure that he was
paying full attention, which he was.  "I want you to know that what
I'm about to ask, and what just happened... they're completely unrelated. 
I'm asking them at the same time simply because that's how the timing worked
out.  Do you understand?"


            "Well,
I think so, but since I don't know what you're about to ask..."


            She
smiled at him.  "I want you to become my apprentice, David."


            "Your
what?"


            "My
apprentice.  Master wizards often take apprentices, a young wizard who
they take under their wing and guide them along, teaching them, giving them
counsel, helping them when they need it.  I haven't had an apprentice in a
while, because I haven't found anyone in my field that was worth the effort.


            "You
are the first person I've seen who ever managed a base potion on the second
try.  It's almost unheard of to get it right that quickly."


            David
did not say that he hadn't found the process to be all that hard, just
requiring a lot of precision.  He asked, "What would this mean to my
schoolwork?"


            "It
would be an extension of the Advanced class you started last semester. 
You're the only one of the four who has any need to continue the class,
anyway.  The others might have eventually succeeded, but none of them was
showing an aptitude for it.  That is kind of why I have the advanced
class; to look for people with real talent in potion making.  I don't
apprentice every good student I find, but... you are really good at
it.  More than that.  I think you'd be wasting your talent if you
didn't pursue potions as a central skill.  Even if you don't apprentice
with me."


            "Wow,
you're just heaping all sorts of compliments on me today."


            Prof.
Stott blushed, but she said, "And you deserve every one of them. 
Will you at least think about it?"


            "Professor,
there's nothing to think about.  Potions is my favorite class.  If
you think that highly of me, I'd be downright stupid not to accept the
offer."


            "Well,
good then.  I'm glad.  We'll work out schedules and such later, when
we're not naked."


            David
chuckled.  Then a thought struck him, and he laughed a little harder.


            "What?"
Prof. Stott asked.


            "If
my roommate ever finds out about today, he'll kill me."


            "Why?"
she asked.


            "He's
had a crush on you since the first time he saw you."


            Prof.
Stott giggled softly.  "Hey, you know, that raises a question I had
about you.  Most men undress me with their eyes.  I've grown used to
it.  I actually enjoy it, kind of.  You don't do that.  Why
not?"


            "Well,
I did the first couple days, I admit," David said.  "After
that... well... what you had to say was more interesting to me than something I
thought I was never going to get to see anyway."


            "That
is why I want you as my apprentice," she said, looking at him
seriously.  Growing a bit subdued, she asked, "And... did I live up
to your imagination?"


            "And
then some," he replied.  She smiled up at him in thanks for the
compliment.  She looked a little confused as David gently took hold of her
and rolled her to face away from him.


            "What
are we doing?" she asked softly.


            David
slid in close behind her, and she could now feel how hard he had gotten. 
"You can't lie in front of me naked like that, and not expect me to
react," he said.


            "Oh,"
she said with a grin.  As his cock penetrated her pussy, she said,
"Mmm.  Maybe we'll conduct all your apprentice sessions in the
nude."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Good
morning, Professor," David said, greeting Prof. Stott as he walked into
her private work room.  She had told him that they would be doing his
apprenticeship here, so that no one would accidentally see what they were
working on.


            "Good
morning, David," she replied.  "You know, when we're alone, you can
call me Sam.  Part of us being friends is that you shouldn't feel the need
to be so formal with me."


            "I'd
like to do that, but I'm afraid to," David replied.


            Prof.
Stott cocked an eyebrow at him.  "Afraid?  Why?"


            "I'm
worried that if I start calling you Sam in private, I will slip and do it in
class.  I don't want to get you into trouble."


            "Trouble?"
she asked, still confused.


            "For
sleeping with a student."


            Prof.
Stott snorted.  "There's no rule against that.  I doubt there's
a professor on this campus who hasn't slept with at least one of their students,
David."


            "Really? 
Where I come from, it is highly frowned upon.  The whole 'taking advantage
of your power over them' issue."


            Prof.
Stott nodded.  "Well, there's two things there.  First off, I
don't really have any power over your school work.  Your important tests,
such as licensure, are handled by people you have never even met, and won't,
until the day of your testing.  Second, if I were to ever try to coerce a
student, that could get me sent to prison, and I have no desire to see
the inside of one of those.  So long as you came willingly, no rules have
been bent, let alone broken."  She walked over to him and stood
close.


            "I
very much appreciate that you would be that concerned for my safety,
however.  I will reward you for that later."  She gave him a
brief but passionate kiss, just to let him know what she meant.  When she
broke the kiss, she said, "So, don't worry about getting me into
trouble."


            "Still,
I could embarrass you..."


            Prof.
Stott shook her head at him.  "You do what you think is best,
David.  But I have the feeling that as soon as your apprenticeship becomes
known, people are going to assume we're sleeping together, anyway, so really,
it's not that important."


            David
could tell that she actually wanted him to call her Sam.  He was still
worried about it, but he didn't want to hurt her feelings.  "Okay, Sam,
if you're okay with my possibly slipping up..."


            She
smiled and gave him another brief kiss.


            "Does
this also mean that you wouldn't mind if I told my roommate?" David
asked.  He honestly didn't think he could keep himself from blurting it
out to Jim.


            Prof.
Stott smiled widely.  "If you think you'll survive the
experience."


            David
laughed.  Once he settled back down, he asked, "So, what are we going
to do today?"


            "We're
just going to look over your schedule, and see when a good time to set up your
apprenticeship would be.  I don't want to keep you from doing your school
work."


            "I
appreciate that.  Oh... should I bring my potion-making kit with me to my
sessions?"


            "No. 
I will provide everything you need.  That is for your own use, however you
see fit."


            "Okay."


            "Now,
let's see what your schedule looks like."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Let's
start off by just showing me a charm.  Please, not lux lucis.  I
already have a slight headache," Prof. Phillips said with a chuckle.


            David
considered, then decided.  He held up his wand, and said, in a normal tone
of voice, "Titali junda."  A single monarch butterfly
appeared at the tip of his wand, actually sitting on it.


            Prof.
Phillips said, "Well, you got a buttefly..."


            "Yes,
sir, but as you know, titali junda should produce a whole swarm of them, not
just one."


            "Can
you make a swarm?"


            "Do
you really want me to do it indoors?"


            "Um...
maybe not.  Okay, let's take a step outside, so I can see the
difference."


            The
two walked out of Sabrina Hall, and crossed the Academy moat to the rim of the
Academy Level.  Prof. Phillips turned to David and said, "Okay, now
give it your best shot."


            David
held up his wand and said, very firmly, "Titali junda."  A
massive swarm of butterflies burst forth from his wand.  Thousands upon
thousands of butterflies kept pouring forth.  Finally, David said,
"Peractus!" and the butterflies stopped immediately.  So many
had been created, however, that the sky above them was darkened, until at last
they started to disappear, one by one.  They were, after all, only a trick
of magic, and not real butterflies.


            "Hmm,"
Prof. Phillips said.  "So the trouble is finding the happy
medium.  You have no trouble creating an overpowering spell, what you need
is a spell at its 'normal' level."


            "Yes,
sir."


            "I
want you to try something for me.  Close your eyes."  David did
so.  "Now, I want you to picture a stream of butterflies coming out
of your wand, one at a time.  Not thousands, like before, just one at a
time.  Say, one a second.  Do you have this image in your head?"


            "Yes."


            "Now,
without opening your eyes or losing the image, cast your spell."


            David
held up his wand, steadied the image firmly in his mind, and said, "Titali
junda."


            "Now,
open your eyes."


            When
David opened his eyes, it was exactly as he had envisioned it.  Each
second, a single monarch butterfly would emerge from his wand tip and fly
off.  They were all circling around the two.  Prof Phillips smiled at
David.


            "You
can make it stop now."  As David did, the professor said, "So
your issue is not the ability to craft the spell with the proper strength, it
is the ability to craft the image in your mind."


            "I
have the image in my head before I go to cast the spell," David said,
"but somehow, in the process of casting, it gets lost."


            "This
is, as I suspected, an issue with concentration.  You know how to cast
spells, but because so much of magic is about intent, you really have to
maintain your focus throughout the casting process.  You cannot let your
attention waver from your intent."


            "I'm
not sure how to do that."


            "That's
what I'm going to try to help you with.  This may take us several
weeks."


            "Only
weeks?  I was expecting to take all semester."


            "Hopefully
not, but we shall see.  It all depends on how well you listen and take my
instructions."


            "I'll
do the best I can, Professor."


            "Good. 
Now, let's get started with some basic meditation.  You must learn to
focus your mind, and if you can't do it when things are calm, you'll never be
able to do it when life is chaos."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Welcome
back, David," Penny said when she found him within the castle grounds.


            "Hi,
Penny.  How was your Christmas, er, I mean your Yule?"  He could
already see that she was wearing the hair comb he'd gotten her.


            "It
was very pleasant.  And thank you so much for the present.  I'm sorry
I did not get you anything."


            David
shook his head.  "It's all right.  I just wanted to say thanks
for all your help."


            "Jacob
also sends his thanks... though I think he's probably already finished the book
you sent him."


            David
nodded.  "I'll have to send him another one soon, then."


            "We
were both curious to know how you found a vendor for Haven goods."


            "Madame
Barbonne," David said simply.


            "She
doesn't..." Penny said, then stopped.  "But her husband is a
trader.  Yes, I see.  But how did you get hold of Haven money?"


            "I
promised a favor to be named at a later date."


            "That
could be risky."


            David
shrugged.  "I'll worry about it when the time comes.  So, did
anything happen while I was away?"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            By
the time the other students started showing up on Sunday, David was already
bored enough to be reading ahead in his textbooks.  He was practicing the
meditation that Prof. Phillips had taught him when Jim arrived.


            "Hey,
dude... what in the hell are you doing?" he asked.  During his
magical meditation, David's aura would become visible.  He was currently
surrounded by a shifting orange mist.  Jim's voice penetrated his
consciousness, however, and the meditation was broken.  The mist faded instantly
as David opened his eyes.


            "Hey. 
I was meditating."


            "That
was freaky," Jim said.  "Since when do you meditate?"


            "Prof.
Phillips thinks it will help me with my wand control.  Or, actually, he
thinks I need to learn to meditate well before I can learn wand control."


            "Ah. 
Well, I see you got your Christmas present."  David had set the
magical display on his desk.


            "Yeah,
thanks for that.  How did you get that?  I don't remember anyone
taking pictures..."


            "Actually,
it's just an artist's recreation.  I gave them a picture of you, and they
knew what the kelpie looked like... the rest is just magic."


            "Oh. 
Well, that's cool."


            Melissa
suddenly tugged on Jim's coat.  He looked down at her, and then
smiled.  "Oh, yeah.  Melissa wanted me to thank you for her
present."


            "You're
welcome, Melissa."  To Jim, he asked, "And how are you liking
your subscription?"


            "I'll
try to keep them on my side of the curtain," Jim said in response. 
David laughed.  As Jim was glancing at David's schedule on the wall, he asked,
"Hey, what's this section?  You have it blocked off, but you don't
have it marked as a class."


            "That's
my tutoring with Prof. Phillips."  He was about to say something
else, but Jim had already moved on.


            "Nice
telescope.  You taking up astronomy?"


            "I
guess I am now.  Gwen gave me that."


            "Cool. 
What's in here?"


            "You're
a nosy one, aren't you?" David said with a grin.


            "Hey,
you know me..."


            "That's
a potion-making kit that Prof. Stott gave me for Christmas."


            "You
got a present from Prof. Stott?"


            "Yeah."


            "Must
be nice."


            "That
wasn't the only thing I got from her, either."


            "What
do you mean?"


            "She
asked me to be her apprentice."


            "Whoa! 
Damn, dude!  She must really like you."


            "You
have no idea."


            "Now
what the hell is that supposed to mean?" Jim demanded.


            "Let's
just say she's not as far out of my league as I thought she was," David
replied with a grin.


            "You
didn't... no fucking way!  You got in her pants?"


            "Actually,
she wasn't wearing pants when she showed up here."


            "I
hate you, dude," Jim said with a grin.  "I fucking hate
you.  So, is that why she's apprenticing you?"


            "No. 
She swore up and down the two things were not related."


            "Whether
they are or not, dude... man, now I'm really bummed.  I can't get a girl,
period, and you get the hottest teacher at the school!"


            "You'll
find someone.  Maybe this semester will be better for you."


            "Yeah,
maybe.  So, did you spend your week screwing Prof. Stott, or what?"


            "No,
we only did it that once.  I worked out my schedules with Prof. Phillips
and Prof. Stott, and began my tutoring with Prof. Phillips... and started
reading my textbooks.  It's boring as all hell around here with no one to
talk to."


            "Yeah,
well, tomorrow the fun begins again."


            "Hey,
I like it here."


            "That's
because you're good at this shit."


            "You'd
be better if you tried a little harder."


            "Maybe. 
I don't want to end up like my mom.  She worked her ass off, studied all
hours, and still didn't pass the damn test.  Three times she took it, and
three times, she was short of the mark."


            "I'm
sure you'll do fine.  Don't be worrying about that test yet.  We've
still got a year and a half to go before we have to do that."


            "Yeah,
I know.  But it's a big thing to me, you know?"


            "Yeah." 
After an uncomfortable pause in the conversation, David asked, "So what
all did you get for Christmas?"


-----


            The
gang all gathered in the dining hall that evening for dinner.  Classes
began the next day, so everyone was back by now.


            "And
you won't believe what this bastard's been doing while we were all on
vacation," Jim said quietly.  "Or rather, who."


            "What's
he babbling about?" Gwen asked David.


            "I
really have no idea," David said, winking at Gwen so she'd realize he was
twisting Jim's tail.


            Jim
sputtered.  "If you're not gonna tell them, I will, dude.  I
mean, come on!"


            "I
would think the apprenticeship was more important," he said to Jim.


            "Apprenticeship?"
Gwen asked.


            "Prof.
Stott asked me to be her apprentice."


            "Wow,"
Gwen asked.  "Novices almost never get apprenticed. 
Congratulations!"


            "Thanks."


            Jim
was nearly crazed.  "But tell them what happened after
that!"


            "Actually,
it came beforehand," David said.  He was enjoying watching Jim go
insane.


            "Whatever!"
Jim nearly screamed.  He lowered his voice, and said, "Are you going
to..."


            "Okay,
okay.  Geez, you'd think it was the end of the world, just because I slept
with a teacher."


            "You
what?" Olissa asked, quietly but earnestly.


            "Prof.
Stott and I had sex," David said bluntly.


            "Good
Lord, no wonder he's going crazy," Gwen said with a giggle.


            After
a moment, Olissa said, "So, what will you do as her apprentice?"


            Jim
stared at Olissa.  "Wait.  He just admitted to sleeping with
Prof. Stott... Prof World's Best Body, and you want to know about the
apprentice thing?"


            "Well,
other than details that I have no right to, and wouldn't want if I did, there's
not much more to say about that.  'Congratulations' seems inappropriate,
and 'Be careful' is unwarranted.   On the other hand, the
apprenticeship, I'm not really familiar with, and there are probably more
useful details there."


            Jim
threw up his hands and ate his dinner, muttering into his mashed potatoes.


            David
chuckled and said, "I think you effectively burst his bubble." 
Olissa smiled.  David said, "The apprenticeship is kind of a continuation
of the Advanced class from last semester.  I'll be learning things that
she doesn't teach in class."


            "You
must really have impressed her," Devyn said.


            "She
said it was almost unheard of - her words - for someone to get a base potion
right as fast as I did.  I don't understand the big deal.  Other than
the measuring, it really wasn't that hard."


            Gwen
stared at him murderously, and even Olissa looked a little shocked.  Gwen
said, "Not that hard?"


            "Well,
okay, to me it wasn't that hard."


            "I
guess that's why she chose you as an apprentice," Olissa said. 
"I don't think too many people find potion making easy."


            "Speaking
of things you find easy," Jim said, trying to get back at David, "how
long do you think you'll be training with Prof. Phillips?"


            David
rolled his eyes at Jim.  "He said probably several weeks."


            "You've
already been to see him?" Olissa asked.


            "I
have been here for a week," he said with a grin.  "He's
having me learn to meditate.  He hopes it'll help me with my
concentration."


            "Good
luck," Gwen said.


            "Thanks."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
was awake already when the noises started.  He was studying his Divination
book.  Jim was snoring away, but when the loud noises began right outside
their room, he was startled to consciousness.


            "What
the fuck is that?" he muttered.


            "I
don't know," David responded.  As the noise persisted, it sounded
like people trying to sound like ghosts.  David rolled his eyes at the
stupidity of it.


            "I'll
go see who it is," David said, and faded to invisibility.  He pushed
through the wall, and saw, as expected, Marcus Savolar and three of his
friends.  They were holding eggs, and facing the dorm room door as they
made their ghoulish noises.


            David
moved around behind them, and then he faded to visibility, but not
solidity.  He waited for them to notice, or to at least pause in their
noise-making.  When they did, he spoke.


            "You
morons are aware," he said, causing them all to jump and spin around,
"that, as a demighost, I am already awake?  The only ones who are
losing sleep over this are you and my roommate.  However, as you were dumb
enough to let me see your faces, if you don't knock this crap off, I will have
to report you to the dean."


            "Who's
going to believe you?" one of the other boys spat.


            "I'm
reasonably certain, the dean," David replied calmly.


            One
of the others hurled an egg right at David's head.  It sailed right
through, of course, impacting the wall behind him.


            "You
don't comprehend physics very well, do you?" David said.  He was
enjoying making fun of these twits.


            "This
isn't over, Stroud," Marcus sneered, and then the group moved away. 
David turned to look at the egg on the wall.


            "No,
it most certainly isn't."


-----


            David
and Olissa walked down to Alton Hall together after breakfast.  Jailla was
with David, but Olissa still didn't dare bring Bispy.


            "What
do you know about our Herbology teacher?" David asked.  Olissa always
seemed to know more than he did about the teachers.


            "Nothing. 
She's new this semester.  The last teacher turned out to be too
unreliable."


            "Oh."


            They
made their way into Alton Hall, and found the right room and took their
seats.  As they sat talking, they saw a soft flash of light, and then
David saw a fairy sitting on the teacher's desk.


            "Teacher's
assistant?" David asked Olissa quietly.


            "Maybe,"
she said.  "I don't know."


            The
fairy turned to face the class, and it seemed like she was saying something,
but from where he sat, David didn't hear a word of it.  The fairy tried
again, but still, to no avail.


            A
girl in the front row said, "We can't hear you."


            The
fairy raised one hand, finger in the air, and nodded in understanding. 
She then spun around, emitting sparkles.  In a flash of soft light, she
was sitting, human-sized, on the edge of the desk.


            "Can
you hear me now?" she asked.  Receiving nods, she said, "Good!


            "My
name is Prof. J. Qwellyn.  I'd tell you what the J. stands for, but it's a
fairy name that humans cannot pronounce.  I will be your Herbology
instructor for the semester.


            "Herbology
is important to two... no, three classes of people.  First, and probably
most obvious, are potion makers.  You can't make a potion without potion
ingredients, and most of those are herbs and plants.


            "Secondly
are the healers.  Many plants contain healing properties that can be very
helpful in the field of magical medicine.


            "Finally
come the herbologists.  These are the businesspeople who grow herbs for
the other two groups.  Not every potion maker or healer wants to devote
the necessary time and energy to having a thriving herb garden, and so many of
them simply buy their supplies.  Growing magical herbs is a time-consuming
and tricky business, as you will find over the course of the next weeks, and
years, if you pursue the subject.  It is not something you do as a hobby. 
In fact, doing it haphazardly can be quite dangerous.


            "Our
class time will be split.  We will meet here, first, to go over our
lesson.  On those days when greenhouse time is necessary, we will walk
next door to the greenhouse during class.  On a few occasions, I will have
you meet next door.  I will make those announcements on the prior class
day.


            "Are
there any questions?"  There were none.  "Very well. 
Please open your books to page 18, and we'll get started with a breakdown of
the basic groups of magical herbs."


 


-----


            "So
what do you think of her?" Olissa asked as they left Herbology.


            "Seems
to know her stuff.  I guess a fairy would.  Nice to look at,
too."


            Olissa
said, "Sheesh, David.  Isn't one teacher enough for you?"


            David
chuckled.  "I can still look!"  After a bit, he asked,
"At dinner last night, one of the two things you said you weren't going to
say was, 'Be careful.'  Why would you tell me that?"


            "Getting
involved with a teacher can make your life more unpleasant.  Especially if
you two break up.  I mean, once the student body finds out, you're both
probably going to get hell for it, but if you two break up, then it's going to
screw with your classes."


            "Well,
we're not going together, as such, so there's no way for us to break
up."  David explained the relationship to Olissa.


            "That's
a plus.  Still, you should be careful.  You have your schoolwork, and
your apprenticeship, at stake."


            David
nodded.  Then, as they walked, he reached over and put his arm around her
shoulders, squeezing, and then letting go.


            "What
was that for?" she asked.


            "For
caring."


            "You're
my best friend.  Of course I care.  Now, c'mon, I want to get to
E&C."


-----


            "Good
morning, students.  My name is Prof. Endora Thropp.  I am here to
teach Enchantments and Curses 102.  If you are not here for that purpose,
please leave."  No one left.  "Very well.  You will
find little use for your wand in this class, and you will find precious little
frivolity.  Enchantments and curses are serious business, requiring
attention to detail and patience to master.


            "I
will call the roll today, to make sure that all of you are here.  As with
any other class, attendance in this one is mandatory.  Missing a day will
leave you seriously handicapped, as I do not do reviews."


            As
the professor called off the roll, David leaned over to Olissa, who was sitting
next to him.  "Charming woman."


            "But
she's kind of pretty," Olissa objected, nudging him.


            "In
my book, bitchy completely nullifies pretty."


            Once
the roll was finished, Prof. Thropp said, "Now, let us begin.  Open
your books to page 212.  We are not going to move through the book from
front to back, as I don't like the way they've organized their lessons. 
Now, follow along."


            David
groaned inwardly, and flipped open his book.


-----


            "Well,
that was about as pleasant as having a root canal," David said.


            "A
what?" Gwen asked.


            "You
don't know what a root canal is?"


            "Never
heard of it."


            "Does
Dugerra have no dentists?"


            Olissa
stopped this routine before it got started.  "No, they don't,
David.  People go to healers for tooth problems, too."


            "Oh. 
A root canal is an Earth procedure.  It's very unpleasant. 
Imagine... oh, say, jabbing an ice pick into your gums."


            "Ouch!"


            "Yeah."


            "She
wasn't that bad," Olissa said, getting back on point.  "She's
just very... abrupt."


            "I
guess the real test will come down to when we actually have to do spells in her
class," Gwen said.  The others agreed.  "I'm
starving.  Let's get lunch."


-----


            "To
most of you, welcome back.  For the rest of you, it's nice to see new
faces.  I am Prof. Louisa Fibblebitz, and this is Metamorphosis 102. 
This semester, we'll be looking at morphing more living things than we did last
semester.  We will not be doing much work on people, however, instead focusing
on animals and plants."


            David
whispered to Jim, "Thank God."  Jim just grinned.


            "Also,
I want to let you all know now that there is a Morphing Tournament at the end
of the year.  The contest is broken up by levels, so you will only be
competing against other level one students.  If you're interested in
participating, the sign-up sheet will be posted outside my office for the
entire semester."


            "Now,
let's get started, shall we?"


-----


            "That
was cool.  Turning a rabbit into a fox!" Jim enthused.


            "Wow,
something he might actually pay attention to," David said to Gwen, who was
in the class with them.  Gwen giggled.


            "You
going to sign up for the competition, David?" Gwen asked.


            "No
way.  My morphing sucks."


            "Aw,
c'mon!  We'll all do it!" Jim said.  "Let's go practice
now!"


            "I
can't.  I have tutoring with Prof. Phillips.  I'll see you guys
later."


            "Okay. 
Good luck," Jim said.  Jim and Gwen walked off, and David headed for
Prof. Phillips' office.


            "Good
afternoon, David.  How have you been doing with your meditations?"


            "I
think it's been going okay.  I still seem to get interrupted too easily,
though."


            "Okay,
well, that gives us something to work on.  C'mon in and we'll get
started."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "You
look confused," David said when he saw Olissa at breakfast the next
morning.


            "I
am.  This Umbrasocius stuff makes no sense to me."


            "You're
taking Umbrasocius this semester?"


            "We
all are," Gwen said as she joined them at the table.  "Kind of
figured we ought to, what with a ghost for a friend."  Devyn, who had
accompanied Gwen, nodded.


            "You
don't need a class to try to understand me guys.  Just ask,"
he said with a smile.  "Anyway, what are you having trouble
with?  I did okay in 101."


            "Um...
everything?  I don't get the need for the whole spiel.  Why do we
have to go through this ritual just to say hello?"


            David
shrugged.  "Remember that you are quite possibly talking to someone
who doesn't like you.  You're in a diplomatic exchange.  Those always
have rules to be followed."


            "But
why don't they like us?" Gwen asked.


            "Because
you're still living."


            "Well,
I'm not about to die just to improve their opinion of me!" Gwen
asserted.  The rest of the group laughed.


-----


            "Hey,
David!" Amanda said as she approached him.


            "Good
morning, Amanda.  Are you in this class?"


            "Yeah. 
Do you have a partner yet?"


            "Nope."


            "Mind
if I join you, then?"


            "Pull
up a stool."  After she was settled, David asked, "How was your
break?"


            "Pretty
good.  Dull, really.  Didn't do much except stay at home."


            "Better
than where I spent my break," David reminded her.


            "Yeah,
I guess so.  You're gonna help me with this potions stuff, right?"


            "Don't
tell me you have trouble with it, too?"


            "Too? 
I thought you were good at it."


            "But
no one else seems to be."


            "Potions
are hard."


            "Well,
I'll give you a hand when you have a problem."


            "Thanks."


            The
two sat quietly for a minute, and then the teacher walked in.  "Good
morning, class.  For those of you who don't know me, I'm Prof. Sam Stott,
and this is Potions 102.  If you're not here for Potions 102, you're in
the wrong classroom."  This time, no one got up and left.  "Since
everyone here should be fairly well versed in the basics of potions by now,
we're going to jump right in.  Please get your cauldrons set up, and we'll
get started."


            The
class worked on their potion for quite some time.  David's was going well,
but Amanda seemed to be struggling.  He stepped over to her cauldron to
see if he could give her a hand.  When he walked back to his own after
several minutes, he gave it a stir.  Suddenly, the cauldron started to
bubble and pop.  The mixture fountained upward, and only a quick spell
from Prof. Stott managed to keep it from going everywhere.  While the class
laughed, she wrangled the goo back into David's cauldron, and then examined it.


            "Ferketsel
musk?  Why in the world did you put ferketsel musk into this?" she
asked David, keeping her voice low, because she didn't want to seem as though
she was berating him in public.


            "I
didn't," David replied crossly.  He wasn't mad at Prof. Stott, but at
the person he was staring at, who was laughing with his buddy and watching
them.  Prof. Stott looked where David was looking.


            "Oh. 
I see.  Okay, well, let's get this cleaned up, so you can start
over."  As the two walked to the front sink, Prof. Stott whispered
quietly, "Do you want me to do something about them?  I can talk to
the dean..."


            "Again,
I can't prove they did it.  It's not like the egg-throwing that Marcus
and his friends got in trouble for yesterday.  I saw them do that. 
This... I'm only making an assumption."


            "But
you know they did it," Prof. Stott said.


            "In
the same way that people know there's a God, yes.  I certainly believe
they did it."


            Prof.
Stott shook her head at him.  "You have more patience than I
do."


            As
they cleaned the cauldron out, he replied, "No I don't.  I simply
don't want to cause Dean Lengel any more trouble."  David was tired
of being praised for not lashing out at his tormentors.  He wanted nothing
better than to beat every last one of them into pulp.  But he wasn't going
to get himself and the school into trouble over it.


            They
were finally done cleaning the cauldron, and David headed back to his table.


            "I'm
sorry," Amanda said to him.


            "For
what?"


            "Distracting
you.  If you hadn't been helping me, they wouldn't have been able to mess
with your potion."


            David
shrugged.  "No big deal.  How's yours coming, anyway?"


            "Badly,"
she replied with a shamefaced grin.


            "You'll
figure it out," he said, putting his hand on her arm, and then getting
restarted on his own potion.


-----


            "Good
afternoon, ladies and gentleman," the man said as he entered the
room.  He spoke in a voice that was smooth, yet clearly audible.  The
pace of his speech was unhurried and careful.  The man himself mimicked
that; his clothing was proper, but not severe.  He wore a long coat that
was midnight blue, and beneath, a dress shirt and slacks.  He was tall and
thin, standing perhaps six feet in height.  His black hair was tinged with
the slightest of gray at the edges, and he wore thin spectacles.


            "My
name is Prof. Casie Zoroaster, and I will be your Divination instructor for
this semester.  Divination is, simply put, the art of seeing what you
cannot see.  From the past, to the future, to things at a distance or
obscured from sight.


            "Although
there are perhaps dozens of specialized divinatory methods, there are seven
primary methods, each used for a different purpose.


            "Astrology
uses the current position of the stars at the time as a focal medium. 
Please note that, unlike the astrology you may be used to, we do not calculate
charts and positions, and the date of birth of anyone is unimportant.  The
stars are used as a medium; they are not foretelling anything in and of
themselves.  Astrology is mostly used to foretell wider events, such as
political movements and wars and the like.


            "Cartomancy,
or the use of cards to foretell futures, is a common form of divination, both
because it is easy to carry around a deck of cards, and because it is used to
foretell personal futures, which is the kind of thing that lots of people want
to know.  Please be aware that, though cartomancy can see into your
personal future, the results are always vague, not revealing specific events
but more the trend of events.


            "Crystallomancy
is perhaps the basic pre-conceived notion of the fortune teller.  It uses
a crystal ball, into which the diviner gazes, in the hopes that an image will
appear.  Crystallomancy gives accurate, and usually quite precise,
predictions, but they are always short-term.  That is to say, it can tell
you what may happen next month, but predictions further out than about a year
are extremely rare through this method.


            "Hydromancy
is the next common type.  This uses a water surface to divine events that
are happening at a distance.  That is, the events are happening now,
but far away from you.  The water helps carry this message because water
is everywhere.  Such divination is very precise, but is limited by the fact
that you cannot see what is about to happen, you can only see what is
happening.


            "Oneiromancy
is one of the more difficult forms of divination.  Also called dream
interpretation, the oneiromancer will either take a description of the dream
from the dreamer, or, in the case of recurring dreams, will actually join the
dreamer at night to experience the dream directly.  Then, having that
knowledge, the oneiromancer will enter a trance state, where they will have
their own dream which, if they know their craft, will explain the meaning of
the original dream.  This can foretell the future, as some people can only
tap into their divinatory powers while asleep.  It can also reveal things
to the dreamer that they were simply not conscious of.  The precision and range
of oneiromancy is dictated mostly by the dreamer themselves.  That is,
they are the one actually telling the future, so it is their own talent that
determines what is seen.  The oneiromancer is merely an interpreter. 
It is also possible for you to interpret your own dreams, of course, thus
making you both seer and interpreter.


            "Pyromancy
is number six on our list of common divinatory methods.  In pyromancy, one
uses a flame or fire to predict natural events, such as floods or
earthquakes... or if it's going to rain next Tuesday.  Pyromancy has no
affinity for predicting the actions of people, however, so you will find it of
little use if you want to know if Sally is going to ask you out to the
dance."  The class chuckled at this joke.


            "Finally,
we have Runic Interpretation.  This is used... well, when you find
runes.  Runic interpretation can be used to divine the history of the
place where the runes are found.  Some people can create runes about a
person or place, and then use their created runes to divine a history. 
This is, however, a very advanced skill, and you wouldn't learn it until your
fifth year or so.


            "In
this first semester, we will not focus on any one form of divination.  We
will spend a little time with each one.  This will give you enough chance
to familiarize yourself with the various divination methods, and to see if you
have an affinity for one or more of them.  Some of you may have trouble
with any method of divination.  A rare one or two of you might find
that you are good at all forms of divination.  Most of you, however, will
find just one, or maybe two, types that you are especially good at, while you
may be able to do others with difficulty, and some maybe not at all.


            "Now,
I'm not going to feed you a lot of mystical drudgery about how your spirit must
be in the right place for this to work.  The fact is, however, that you
must concentrate, and you need to keep your mind open to the experiences in
order for you to ever divine anything.  


            "So,
let's begin by opening our books to page 1, and start at the beginning."


-----


            "Good
evening, class," Prof. Edgars said.  "Hmm.  I can hardly
call this a class."  There were a total of three people in David's
Umbrasocius class, and he and Amanda were two of them.  "Clearly this
subject is becoming even less popular than it has been."  The
professor sighed.


            "Well,
this semester, we will be focusing more on the negotiation aspect of
Umbrasocius.  Last semester, I taught you how to politely communicate with
ghosts, just in general conversation, or in ways to retrieve information from
them.  This semester, we will focus on how to get what you want out of
them."


            "Why
can't we just ask, Professor?" the third person in the class - his
name was Phil - wanted to know.


            "Because,
to their way of thinking, it is rude.  You must understand that you are
not dealing with a living human culture.  You are dealing with people who
have been deceased for, in some cases hundreds, even thousands of years."


            Amanda
asked, "Professor, what's the oldest ghost you know of?"


            "That,"
Professor Edgars said with a frown, "is precisely the kind of question you
would never ask a ghost.  However, the answer to your question is that I
don't know his exact age.  He is at least four thousand years old."


            "Where
are all the older ghosts?" Phil wanted to know.


            "They
have all discorporated," Prof. Edgars said.  "You will recall
that a ghost may, at their own choice, discorporate their consciousness. 
This is, in essence, the death of a ghost.  Most ghosts do this
eventually."


            "Why?"
David wanted to know.


            "Because,"
Prof. Edgars said, looking at David with meaning, "living forever is not
all it's cracked up to be."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
walked into Prof. Stott's workroom.  It was Friday afternoon, and time for
his apprenticeship session.  Prof. Stott was already working on a potion
when he walked in. She turned to him as he walked over to her.


            David
leaned in and gave her a short, soft kiss.  "Good afternoon,
Sam," he said.


            "Hello,
David.  How was your first week back?"


            "Decent. 
Still putting up with crap from Marcus and his friends, but other than that,
it's going well."


            "I
wish there was something we could do about them," she said, voicing her
own frustration.


            David
nodded his thanks at the sentiment.  After a pause, he asked, "So,
what are we doing today?"


            "Since
you breezed through that potion I had you make on Wednesday, I think we'll
start you on a second base potion."


            "You
want me to make Sevat's again?" he asked.


            "No. 
You clearly know how to do that one.  I want you to create Dendal's Base
this time.  It's a bit harder than Sevat's, and it handles different
things."


            "Okay. 
Where do we start?"


            She
passed over a scroll to him, so he could look it over.  He did so, and
then set the scroll on the table, holding it open with a couple of jars so that
he could read it.  He turned to pick up the first ingredient, and then he
asked, "Prof...er, I mean, Sam, why are some things on flat parchment, and
some things on scrolls?"


            Sam
smiled at his slip.  To answer his question, she said, "Mainly,
personal choice.  But scrolls are less prone to damage than a flat piece
of parchment is.  Also, you'll note that most scrolls are empty for a few
inches at the bottom.  This allows the scroll to have a protective outer
covering when it's rolled up.  I store all my potion recipes this way,
unless they're in a book."


            David
nodded.  "That makes sense."  He added the next ingredient,
and then began to stir.


            After
watching him a while, Sam said, "I owe you an apology, by the way."


            "What
for?" he asked.


            "Not
giving you enough credit.  I honestly expected that I would have to scold
you to get you to keep your hands off me, since we are intimate now.  Not
that I don't want you to touch me, mind you, but we have work to
do."  She smiled at him.


            "I've
been kind of afraid to touch you, actually," David admitted. 
"For just that reason.  I even hesitated to give you a kiss."


            "Oh,
don't ever hesitate to do that when we're alone.  And you don't
need to be afraid of touching me... but do realize that your apprenticeship and
your schoolwork come before any sort of fun we might want to have."


            David
nodded seriously.  He added the next ingredient to his potion, then turned
back to her as he stirred.  "There is a question I've been meaning to
ask you, but... it might be a little rude."


            "Go
ahead," she said with a grin.


            "You
mentioned that you hadn't had an apprentice for 'a while'.  But you don't
look old enough to have been out of school for more than five or ten years at
the very most..."


            Sam
blushed slightly.  "Thank you.  To answer your question, I'm
older than I look.  Youth potions are a wonderful thing."


            David
nodded, and raised a hand.  "Fair enough.  I won't ask
further."


            "I
knew I liked you," Sam said, and leaned over to give him another soft
kiss.  Growing serious, she said, "This next ingredient is going to
be difficult.  Let me show you how it needs to be prepared."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "David...
help," Amanda said plaintively.  They were in Potions class again,
and she was faltering.


            David
lowered the flame in his fire pit, and then walked over to see what her problem
was.


            "No,
not like that.  You've cut them wrong.  I think you may have to start
over."


            "How
am I supposed to cut them, then?" she asked with exasperation.


            "Hand
me the knife, and I'll show you."  She did, and he proceeded to
demonstrate the proper way to cut up the herb, as opposed to the way she had
done it.


            "Oh,
I get it now.  You're trying to expose the insides as much as
possible."


            "Right."


            "Why
not just grind it up into paste, then?"


            "What
do I look like, a Potions instructor?" he said with a grin.  "I
don't know, but I'm sure there's a reason."


            Amanda
nodded.  "Thanks."


            David
put his hand on her shoulder in support, then headed back to his own
potion.  He saw something floating in it.  He reached in with a ladle
to try to pull it out before it dissolved, but he was too late.  Just as
his ladle hit the surface, the sprig of herb dissolved into the potion.


            A
second later, a loud flash and bang occurred, and David went hurtling through
the air.  He smashed into the cauldron of the person behind him, and then
the person to whom it belonged.  He was not aware of this, however, as the
shockwave from the magical explosion had knocked him out instantly.


            Amanda
screamed, and Prof. Stott cursed.  She pointed to one student she knew she
could trust.  "Contact the infirmary."  The girl nodded and
pulled out her mirror.  Prof. Stott moved over to where David and the
other student lay.


            To
the conscious student, she asked, "Are you okay?"


            He
shook his head.  "I think something's broken."


            "Don't
move.  Simon, help me move David off him."  She and Simon lifted
David carefully, and set him gently on the floor.  She then moved over to
the injured student.  She could see that his arm lay at an unnatural
angle.  "Oh, dear.  This looks like a broken arm.  We'll
have to wait for Healer Hall to arrive, I'm afraid."


            "What
the hell happened?" the student asked, angry.


            "Somebody's
practical joke backfired," Prof. Stott said irately.  "And
they're not going to get away with it this time," she continued.


-----


            David
awoke slowly.  His first conscious thought was that his head hurt. 
This was followed quickly by thoughts concerning his neck, arms, back, and legs
also hurting.  He opened his eyes, and was thankful that someone had drawn
the curtains in Belleci Hall.  He knew that the bright sunlight would have
only made his headache worse.


            As
his eyes managed to focus, he could tell there were several people around
him.  The first one he recognized was Amanda.  She was sitting in the
chair closest to him.  Turning his head the other way, he saw Prof. Stott
leaning against the wall, her eyes focused on him.


            "He's
awake, Anne," she said out loud.


            As
Healer Hall came closer to him, he looked around to find Olissa and Gwen were
also there.  Devyn was standing behind Gwen.  Jim was relaxing in a
chair in the corner.     


            "How
do you feel, David?" Healer Hall asked him.


            "Like
I got run over by a pegasus," he said, wincing.  "Or indeed,
several pegasuses."


            "I'm
sorry for that," she said.  "Of course you know there's no point
in my giving you anything for the pain."


            "I
am aware," he replied.


            "You're
not going to do an anti-pain spell?" Amanda asked incredulously.


            David
told her, "It doesn't work on me.  Nothing does."


            "So...
you just have to lie there and hurt?"


            David
winced again as he shifted positions.  "Pretty much."


            "That's
just not right!" she demanded.


            David
smiled at her.  He turned to Prof. Stott.  "What, exactly,
happened?"


            "Your
potion exploded.  You were knocked out and blown backwards.  You were
thrown into Theo."


            "Is
he okay?" David asked.


            "He's
got a broken arm, but he'll be fine," Healer Hall assured him.


            Olissa
asked, "How are you feeling, other than the pain?"


            David
chuckled, "You mean, there is something other than the pain?"


            She
looked at him with chagrin.  "Sorry."  David waved it off.


            "I'll
be all right, I guess.  Won't I?" he asked Healer Hall.


            "You'll
be fine by the end of the day.  You may have to spend tonight as a ghost,
though."


            "Fun."


            Jim
stood up.  "Well, dude, I'm glad you're all right.  If it's okay
with you, I've got to get to class."


            "Yeah,
no problem.  Thanks, guys, for sticking around."


            They
all said their well-wishes, and then everyone except for Amanda and Prof. Stott
left.  Amanda looked down at him and said, "I was really worried that
you'd gotten seriously hurt."


            "Thanks." 
He reached out and took her hand.  She squeezed his hand in return, then
she leaned in and gave him a quick kiss.  After that, she blushed, then
left quickly.  Prof. Stott came over with a grin.


            "I
think she forgot I was here," she said to him.


            "If
I ever figure out which bastard did this..."


            "The
bastard in question has already been expelled," Prof. Stott replied. 
"One of the other students turned him in.  They didn't mind you
getting hurt, but when Theo got hurt as well, they were upset."


            "Damn. 
So I don't even get to beat the crap out of him."


            "No,
sorry.  He'll be gone before you ever get out of this bed."  She
put her hand on his chest.  "You are all right, aren't
you?"


            "Just
really, really sore," he confirmed.


            "Good. 
I was worried, too."  She leaned down and kissed him rather more
passionately than Amanda had.  When she broke their kiss, she blushed,
too.  "Please get well quickly.  I'll see you tomorrow."


            As
she left, Healer Hall came back over.  To twist David's tail, she said,
"Don't expect any kisses from me!"


            David
laughed, though it hurt like hell to do so.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            



















	
	
		



    
    
    

Chapter 9: February


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            Prof.
Phillips put his hand on David's shoulder, shaking him.  Finally, David
looked up at him.


            "Yes,
Professor?"


            "I've
been trying to get your attention for two whole minutes now," the
professor said.  "I think you have your meditation down very
well."


            David
got up from his spot on the floor, and dusted himself off a bit. 
"I've been practicing quite a bit."


            "It
shows.  I think we have finished with this part of your training.  We
need to now translate your meditative concentration into wand-control
concentration."


            "How
do we do that?" David asked.


            "You
have to learn to quickly create the state of mind of your meditation, so that
you can use it while fully conscious, rather than in the trance state. 
You do this through... well, practice, really.  It will be difficult at
first, but it will grow easier with time.  We will start off with you
having already meditated, as you are now.  Try to perform lux lucis for
me."  Prof. Phillips quickly donned a pair of sunglasses.


            David
pulled out his wand, took a deep breath, and said, "Lux lucis." 
For the first time ever, he produced a 'normal' lux lucis charm, giving a
bright, steady light that did not rival the sun.


            "Very
good, David!  You see, you can do it.  You just have to be in
the right state of mind."


            David
dissolved the lux lucis and looked at Prof. Phillips.  "So, so long
as my enemies will give me five minutes to meditate..."  He grinned.


            Prof.
Phillips chuckled.  "Yes, that would be nice, wouldn't it?  But
they won't.  So you have to learn to achieve this state of mind more and
more quickly.  How long does it take you, when you are beginning your
meditation, to actually slip into trance?"


            "I
don't know, Professor.  Timing myself would prevent me from actually
achieving the trance state."


            "Good
point," the professor noted.  "Okay, well, we'll go on the
assumption that it takes you a couple minutes.  While you do not want to
slip into the trance itself, you want to achieve the state of mind right before
trance, and you want to do it quickly."


            "How
quickly?"


            "The
length of a deep breath.  In fact, the deep breath should help you enter
the state."


            "And
how do I learn to shorten the time it takes?"


            "Start
practicing your meditation in unusual positions.  Even uncomfortable
ones.  Do them standing up.  When you can do that, do them standing
on one leg.  Anything that would normally distract you from the
meditation.  If you can slip into meditation in a couple minutes while
uncomfortable, then you should be able to do it much more quickly while just
standing there.  Add noise to your environment.  Sit on a tack. 
Cause yourself discomfort."


            "Ow. 
Is that really necessary?"


            "For
the average wand-waver, no.  You have a concentration issue.  I want
to make sure we solve the problem completely, so this would be...
overkill?  I don't want to see you fouling up another charm or hex because
you couldn't focus on it."


            "Yes,
sir."


            "Now,
then.  Let's begin.  Stand over there and meditate."


            For
another hour, the professor had David standing in the strangest places and
positions, and told him to meditate.  After David had been meditating for
five minutes hanging upside-down, the professor told him to stop for the day.


            "You're
doing well.  Find as many strange places and positions as you can during
the week.  Also, every once in a while, try to meditate in your normal
position, and see if it seems as though it is getting faster for you to enter
meditation."


            "Okay,
Professor."


            "That's
all for today."


            David
was about to leave, and then he turned back.  "Professor, I wonder if
I could trouble you about a charm..."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "No,
you're getting them mixed up," David said.  "Hezzetflower goes
third, and hornthistle goes fourth," David said politely.


            "Dammit,
I'm never going to get this!" Amanda complained.  She threw down her
notes in a huff.


            "You're
doing fine," David assured her.  "It's not supposed to be
easy."


            "It
is for you," she complained.


            "I'm
an unusual case," David replied.  "This is... well, this is what
I do.  I do potions.  Obviously, potions don't come naturally to you,
so it's going to be a little tough."


            "I
don't even understand why these things work together."


            David
scratched his head.  "Yeah, they don't really tell us that, do
they?  Even in my apprenticeship, I haven't learned why certain things go
in certain potions."


            "Really? 
What are you learning?"


            "We're
still working on my second base potion.  I've screwed it up twice so
far."


            "You
don't seem upset at that," Amanda noted.


            "A
little frustrated, but Prof. Stott assures me it's normal.  She says even
a professional potion maker goofs on one out of every three base potions they
make.  It just takes practice and experience.  So, I'm getting my
practice in."


            "Hmph. 
None of this stuff makes any sense.  Two sprigs of this, one teaspoon of
that, stir twelve times, spin around to your left, do the hokey-pokey and
voila!  A potion."


            David
laughed.  He put his hand on her arm to show support.  "Come on,
it's not that bad.  Let's get back to it."


            "If
you say so."


            The
two went back to studying the Potions text for another hour.  Finally, they'd
had enough for the day.  They tossed the books onto the bed, where they'd
been sitting to study, since it was more comfortable than crowding together at
his desk.


            "Thank
you for your help," Amanda said.  "At least maybe I'll pass the
exam next week."


            "You'll
do fine," he said encouragingly.


            "I
hope so," she said, yawning and stretching.  David enjoyed the view
as her breasts pushed outward and upward in the yawn.  When she relaxed
from her stretch, she looked at him.


            David
took a chance, and leaned toward her slowly.  Amanda didn't back
away.  She closed her eyes as their lips met, and they kissed softly.


            David
broke their kiss after a few seconds, and sat back a little, to see Amanda's
reaction.


            Amanda
smiled at him.  "That was nice," she said, and then she leaned
forward, and they kissed again.  They turned toward each other, so that
they would be more comfortable, and then they continued to kiss.


            The
two remained lip-locked for many minutes, until finally they came up for
air.  Amanda was smiling widely at David.  "I liked that,"
she admitted.


            "Me,
too," he replied, grinning slightly.


            "I
should probably go, though.  It's getting late, and I need to eat."


            "Okay." 
Once she'd packed up her books, David escorted her to the door.


            "Amanda?"
he asked.


            She
turned to face him.  "Yeah?"


            David
nervously asked, "You want to go to the Valentine's Day festival with
me?"


            Amanda
smiled at him again.  "You know that's not what it's called, and yes,
I'd love to go with you."


            David
let out a sigh of relief.  "Great!  I'll see you in class."


            "You
bet," she said.  He leaned in one last time, and they kissed
briefly.  When they broke the kiss, she grinned, and then stepped
back.  "See ya," she said, and then walked off down the hall.


            David
slumped back against the door, letting out a big sigh of relief.  God,
I hate asking girls out.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Today,
we shall begin our exploration of cartomancy.  Although various methods
persist, the prominent form of cartomancy used now consists of a fifty-card
set, which each of you should have purchased for this class.  Please get
it out now."


            While
the professor waited for the students to retrieve their decks, he continued,
"Be aware that shuffling the deck is ineffective.  If you truly wish
to randomize the cards, your best bet is to put the deck face-down on a table,
swish them all around until you have no clue which is which, and then randomly
pick them back up into a deck.  This should be done between each reading,
in order to make sure of no residual energies interfering with the current
reading.


            "Now,
you will each read your partner today.  While it is possible for you to
read yourself, it's not a good place to start learning, because your own
emotions often interfere with your interpretation.  So, set your deck down
on the table and fan it out so that the edge of each card shows.  You will
then focus on your partner, and they need to focus on themselves.  Once
that is done, you will run your finger over the deck, and wherever you feel a
spike in the energy, draw the card that is under your finger.  Continue
until you're done with the deck.  You should draw between four and seven
cards.  While readings outside these values do happen, they are extremely
rare.


            "Once
you have your cards chosen, remove them from the deck, in the order that feels
right to you.  This will determine the order in which they enter the
pattern, and ultimately, the nature of the reading.  Keep in mind that
almost all forms of divination are really a skill of the diviner, not of the medium
being used.  Each card in the deck has a unique energy.  In other
words, if you're really good, you could tell what a card is, face-down, simply
by putting your hand over it.  This is what you are actually relying on;
that your subconscious mind will tell the cards you need, and in what order.


            "Once
you have your cards laid out in the pattern, simply wait.  I will come
around and we will discuss it."


            David
turned to his partner, who was a girl named Tiffany.  "You want to go
first, or should I?"


            "You
do mine first," she said.  David nodded, setting his deck down on the
desk, and fanning out the cards so he had enough showing to grab one.


            "Okay,
now concentrate," he told her.  She nodded, closing her eyes. 
David did likewise, because he knew it would help him concentrate.  He
breathed deeply a few times, and once he felt he was ready, he could actually
visualize the deck of cards in his mind.  As he slowly moved a finger
along it, in his mind, a card would light up.  He put his finger down onto
the lit up cards, and pulled them slightly out of the deck, so he could find
them later.  He repeated this until he had reached the end of the deck,
and then opened his eyes.  There were seven cards, and he tried to keep
his concentration as he picked them up one at a time.  Once he had them in
a stack, he sighed.


            "Okay,
you can relax now," he told Tiffany.  She opened her eyes and said,
"So, what's it look like?"


            David
laid the cards out according to the pattern, and then looked at them.  It
didn't mean anything to him without looking it up in the book.  He
shrugged, and then cleaned up the rest of the deck from his desk. 
"Your turn," he told her.


            "Okay. 
Now, concentrate on yourself," she said.


            David
closed his eyes and actually began his meditation.  He quickly achieved
the mental state right before trance, and held it there, keeping his mind
focused on his own being.  He might not yet be good with a wand, but the
act of meditating he was becoming expert at.


            Tiffany
nudged him after a while, and he opened his eyes.  "I said
concentrate, not go to sleep," she said with a grin.


            David
smiled.  "Just meditating.  So, what's it look like?"


            "I
think I did it wrong.  I only got three cards."  David looked at
the triangle of cards on the table.


            "We'll
just have to see what Prof. Zoroaster says."


            When
the professor did come around to their table, he was fairly impressed.


            "Very
good, David.  After your difficulty with pyromancy, I worried that you
might have trouble with this, too."


            "Will
we have another shot at pyromancy, sir?"


            "We
will do a review at the end of the semester, why?"


            "I've
been getting some help with my concentration.  I think that was why I was
having trouble with pyromancy."


            Prof.
Zoroaster nodded.  "Possibly.  We'll see what happens at the end
of the semester.  Now then, for Tiffany's reading.  What do you see,
David?"


            "Well,
I looked it all up in the book.  If I'm interpreting right, it says that
she is soon to have a mildly negative event happen involving her financial
situation, and that it will be caused by a love interest."


            Prof.
Zoroaster studied the card layout carefully.  "Close, but you've
gotten these two backward in your interpretation.  The love interest isn't
the cause, it's the amelioration."


            "Oh. 
I see.  I'd wondered about that.  So, she will have a problem caused
by a natural event, but will be helped in some way by a love interest?"


            "Yes."


            "I
don't have a boyfriend," Tiffany objected.


            Prof.
Zoroaster looked at her with a slight grin.  "You don't have a
boyfriend yet," he corrected.


            Tiffany
blushed, but then she grew serious again.  "Professor, I think I've
done something wrong.  When I tried to read David, I only got three
cards."


            "Hmm. 
Well, David is a special case, since he's not human, but you should still be
able to read four cards...  Let's verify, shall we?  David, I want
you to concentrate, just as you did for Tiffany.


            David
did as requested, and got nudged again a few minutes later.


            "Very
unusual.  I got the same three cards you did, in the same order.  That
verifies your reading is correct."


            "What's
it say, Professor?" David asked.


            "It
says, in essence, that your enemy is planning against you, but the two
supporting cards are very strange.  One is for animals, the other is for
poison."


            "Perhaps
a venomous animal?" David asked.


            Prof.
Zoroaster cocked his head and nodded.  "Yes, that is a
possibility.  Do you have an enemy who would conceivably do such a
thing?"


            "Oh,
yes," David replied.


            "Then
I would advise you to be careful."


            "Thanks."


-----


            "A
venomous animal?" Gwen said.  "Really?"


            "That's
what the cards said," David replied.  "I wouldn't put it past
Marcus at all."  David looked at Jim.  "You want to sleep
somewhere else for a while?"


            Jim
let out a bark of a laugh.  "Nowhere to go.  It's probably a
mistake."


            "You
known Prof. Zoroaster to misread the cards before?" David asked.


            Jim
admitted that he hadn't.


            "Please
be careful," Olissa said.


            David
nodded as he bit into his dinner.  He would certainly be keeping his guard
up for the next week or so.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "You
look tired," Olissa said to David when he sat down to breakfast.


            "I'm
not sleeping well.  Ever since Prof. Zoroaster gave me that card reading,
I've been jittery."


            "You
can't let it get to you.  Have any of the other readings said anything
more?"


            "No. 
I keep getting the same three cards."


            "That's
weird.  Usually, a reading changes even from day to day."


            That's
what Prof. Zoroaster said.  All I know is the longer this goes, the more
nervous I get.  Now I kind of wish that Divination was just
bullshit.  Then I could laugh it off."


            "Eat
your breakfast.  You'll feel better," she said.  It was the only
advice she had for him.


-----


            "Good
morning," Amanda said when David arrived at Potions class.  He
quickly gave her a  kiss, and then sat down at their table. 
"You feeling okay?" she asked.


            "Just
a bit stressed out."


            "The
animal thing?"


            "Yeah."


            "Maybe
you should ask Prof. Zoroaster for a crystallomancy reading.  Maybe it
would give more details."


            "That's
a thought.  Thanks."


            "No
problem."


            The
two sat quietly until the professor came in and began their lesson for the
day.  Their lesson this day was a fairly involved potion, and David was
well into his, concentrating on getting the ingredients just right, when he was
interrupted.


            "David,
could you help me, please?  I'm completely lost," Amanda said.


            David
sighed inaudibly.  He didn't mind helping her, but she always needed help
at the worst times.  He turned down the fire on his fire pit, and was
about to go over to her, then he remembered something.


            Pulling
out his wand, David quietly said, "Praterionay," and tapped
three times around the rim of his cauldron.  Putting away his wand, he
went over to help Amanda.


            "What
was that about?" she asked quietly.


            "Just
a precaution," David said.  "What seems to be the trouble?"


            "I
can't seem to get past step two.  Every time I stir this stuff, it turns
into this obnoxious purple goop."


            "Well,
let's try it together, then," he said.  They cleaned out the
cauldron, and started over.  He watched as she added the first two
ingredients, with no problem.  When she went to add the third one,
however, he said, "Stop."  she was just about to pour it in, and
so she backed away quickly.


            "Is
this what you've been using each time?" he asked.


            "Yeah,
that's what it calls for... doesn't it?"


            "No. 
Well, yes, but no."


            "Huh?"


            "You're
using the wrong form.  It calls for tincture of finroot.  You're
using a solution of dried finroot."


            "How
the hell do you tell the difference?" she asked plaintively.


            He
picked up the bottle on her desk, and turned it around.  "You read
the label," he said, trying not to grin at her.  She blushed anyway,
as it was clearly marked.


            "So,
just using the wrong form of this stuff would cause it to go wrong?"


            "Yep,
it can really-"


            POP!


            David
turned toward the loud noise, and laughed.  Standing next to his cauldron
was one of Marcus' friends.  His face was covered in soot.  His hand,
however, was actually bleeding.


            Prof.
Stott came over, took one look at the situation, and said, "Serves you
right.  Is your hand going to be all right?"


            "What
do you mean, serves me right?  This bastard's cauldron tried to kill
me!"


            "Then
perhaps you shouldn't have been trying to tamper with it.  How is your
hand?"


            "It's
bleeding!  And it hurts like hell!  I think I might have broken
bones."


            "Go
to Healer Hall.  After that, you will report to Dean Lengel's
office."


            "For
what?" he objected.


            "Punishment,"
she said harshly.  "Now, go."


            Once
the other student had left, Prof. Stott turned to David.  "What in
the world did you do to him?"


            "I
just put a protection charm on my cauldron.  Prof. Phillips didn't
actually tell me it would do any harm.  He just said it would prevent them
from adding anything to my cauldron."


            "I'm
going to have to have a chat with Prof. Phillips," she said with a
grin.  "You'll need to leave your cauldron the way it is for a while,
I'm afraid.  Go ahead and continue helping Amanda."


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            The
rest of the class took all this in, but David simply returned to Amanda.


            "That
bastard got what he deserved," she said quietly.


            David
grinned.  He wasn't at all upset that the student had gotten hurt.


            "Moving
on," he said.  "Let's see if we can get this potion
working."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "So
they took your cauldron?  That doesn't make much sense," Gwen
objected.


            "I'm
sure I'll get it back.  They probably needed it for the investigation that
you know will be demanded, since he got hurt next to my cauldron."


            "Yeah,
what bullshit," Gwen said.


            "What,
exactly, did you really do?" Devyn asked.


            "I
asked Prof. Phillips for a charm to protect my potions from people playing
pranks.  He gave me a charm to use, that would prevent anyone from adding
anything to my cauldron.  He never said anything about it blowing up at
people."


            "Maybe
you did the spell wrong.  It did involve your wand, after all," Jim
said with a grin.


            "And
a happy fuck you to you, too, Jim," David groused.  The group
laughed.


            Suddenly,
a pixie popped in.  "David Stroud?" she asked the group.


            "That's
me," he said.  The pixie turned to face him.


            "Dean
Lengel would like to see you in her office as soon as possible, please."


            "On
my way," he said.  The pixie disappeared, and David looked to his
friends.  "Well, here we go."  He got up from the table,
and then said, "Once more into the breach."


            "You
want us to go with you?" Gwen asked.


            "No,
I don't want to get anyone else in trouble.  I'll see you guys at
lunch.  Dammit, I'm going to miss Herbology class.  Hey, Olissa,
could you tell Miss J what's going on?"


            "Sure,
David.  Good luck."


            "Thanks."


-----


            "You
wanted to see... me....?"  David's voice trailed off on seeing the
number of people in Dean Lengel's office.  It had, in fact, been
rearranged somewhat to accommodate the proceeding.


            "Yes,
Mr. Stroud," the dean said, surprising him.  She never called
him that.  "Please come in and stand here beside me."


            David
did as instructed.  The dean immediately said, "The board of
discipline is hereby convened, to deliberate the charge of willful misconduct
leading to injury."


            David
sighed.  He had hoped not to get in trouble for this, but clearly they
were going to hold him responsible for the injuries to the other student.


            "Bring
in the accused," Dean Lengel continued.


            Huh? 
What?


            The
other student was brought in from a side office that David had not even noticed
before.  He was directed to stand in front of Dean Lengel.  An older
man, presumably the boy's father, was standing behind him.


            "Leopold
Curtis von Endevald, you are charged as follows:  That you did attempt to
tamper with another student's schoolwork, namely a potion.  That, in the
commission of this attempted sabotage, a student was injured, namely
yourself.  You have been brought here to state your side of the
story.  Please do so."


            "Hey,
it was his cauldron that hurt me!  I was just walking by, and it
suddenly exploded!  He should be the one on trial here!"


            Leopold's
father said, "Yes, why is the owner of the cauldron not being
charged?"


            "Because
the owner of the cauldron was not at fault," Dean Lengel said rather
directly.  "We have four witnesses who watched your son attempt to
put something into David's cauldron." the dean motioned to four students
sitting along the side wall.  "We have the cauldron in question,
which has been in school custody since the event," she said, motioning
over to a table, where David's cauldron sat.  "And we have the
student himself, whose version of events far more accurately represents the
actual known facts than this rather flimsy story of your son's."


            "You're
going to take the word of that... thing... over the word of a
long-standing wizarding family?"


            "That
'thing' as you put it, Mr. von Endevald, is a person, legally and
ethically.  Your personal feelings have no bearing on that issue. 
Furthermore, David is a student who is respected by the staff as one who has
done his level best at this academy.  Something that cannot be said
for your son."


            Mr.
von Endevald sputtered, but then he said, "Well, even if Leo did try to
put something in the cauldron, it was that bastard's fault that it blew
up!  He probably hexed his own cauldron!"


            "Mr.
Stroud, could you be explicit about the spell used on your cauldron?" Dean
Lengel asked.


            "Yes,
ma'am.  It was praterionay."


            "That
is not in the curriculum!" Mr. von Endevald protested.  "The
scum is lying!"


            "Mr.
Stroud?" Dean Lengel asked.


            "I
learned the spell directly from Prof. Phillips.  I asked him if there was
something I could use to prevent people from messing with my potions as a
prank... as they have done in the past."


            Dean
Lengel nodded.  "Let me remind the board that last month, David was
injured in a similar prank.  Was this what led you to ask the professor
for help, David?"


            "Yes,
ma'am.  Well, that, and I don't like people messing up my potions."


            Dean
Lengel turned back to Leo.  "What were you trying to put into David's
cauldron?"


            "I'm
not saying a word," Leo replied.


            "There's
no need," Prof. Phillips said.  He had been standing over at the side
of the room, with the students and Prof. Stott, as well.  "Dean, if I
may?"


            "Go
right ahead, Professor."


            "The
praterionay spell is one of the least reactive of the protection charms. 
In fact, there is only one substance it reacts to."


            "And
that substance is?" Dean Lengel asked.


            "Capsicum."


            "It
reacts to pepper juice?"


            "Yes. 
Rather violently, as we have seen.  I would like to say that I didn't tell
David this, as I didn't think he'd really have need to know.  Capsicum is
hardly a common potion ingredient."


            Dean
Lengel turned.  "Prof. Stott, what effect would capsicum have had on
the potion the students were working on?"


            "It
would have been explosive.  Literally.  Worse than the last
one."


            "So,
Leopold, you were attempting to cause an explosion."


            Mr.
von Endevald snorted.  "It's not like it would have killed the piece
of scum."


            David
whispered something to Dean Lengel.  Mr. von Endevald cried, "What
did he say?  I demand to know what he said to you!"


            Dean
Lengel looked at David, smiled, and said, "Go ahead, tell him."


            "I
told her that if I came over there and punched you in the face, that wouldn't
kill you, either, but you probably wouldn't enjoy it very much."  The
room laughed while Mr. von Endevald sputtered in rage.


            "Enough. 
Does the board have enough information to make a decision?"  Dean
Lengel looked at the four professors - David didn't have any of them as an
instructor - who sat on the wall opposite the witnesses.  Each of them
nodded.


            "Then
the discussion is over.  The board will please retire to closed quarters
to deliberate."


            As
the four professors got up, the lead one turned to the others and said
something quietly.  They each nodded.  They then turned to the dean.


            The
lead professor said, "The board does not need to deliberate, Dean. 
We are already in agreement."


            "Fair
enough.  What is the board's decision?"


            "Leopold
von Endevald is guilty as charged."


            Dean
Lengel nodded.  "Thank you for your service."  She turned
to face Leo and his father.  "Leopold von Endevald, you have been
found guilty of willful misconduct resulting in injury.  This is one of
the most serious offenses you can commit at this school without being remanded
to the Rimohrs for further judgment.  As such, you are hereby permanently expelled
from the Woodward Academy of Magical Arts.  Further, I will be passing
along this information to all other academies and colleges, so that it is made
clear just what kind of student you are."


            "This
is bullshit!" Mr. von Endevald screamed.  "I will have your job
for this, Dean Lengel!  I will be on the phone to the Minister of
Education within the hour!"


            "Tell
Gary I said hello, then," Dean Lengel said with a smile.  "This
is an internal disciplinary matter, over which the board of discipline and the
dean have ultimate authority.  Good day to you both," she said
dismissively.


            David
stayed put while the room cleared out of the students, the board of discipline,
and, of course, Leo and his father.  Professors Stott and Phillips
remained.


            "You
looked awfully worried when you walked in here, David," the dean said.


            "Well,
I thought I was in trouble."


            "You
didn't do anything wrong," Prof. Stott said to him.


            "That
doesn't always mean you don't get in trouble, unfortunately," David
replied.  "There's what I did, and what others may think I did. 
I'll admit, I'm quite happy the jerk got hurt."


            The
dean frowned.  "That's hardly an appropriate attitude, David."


            "Ma'am,
he tried to turn my cauldron into a bomb.  It might not have killed me,
but the last time something like this happened, it broke someone else's
arm.  This might have killed somebody.  I'm sorry if I enjoy seeing
people get their just rewards, but he got exactly what he
deserved."


            The
dean pursed her lips to one side, and said, "You might be right.  I
do have to ask, however... are you sure you performed praterionay
correctly?  I don't mean to be rude, but it is a wand spell."


            Prof.
Phillips answered for David.  "I have been tutoring David on his wand
control.  He is doing much better.  Also, I checked the
cauldron.  The charm was done correctly."


            Dean
Lengel nodded.  "Sorry to have taken you out of class, but you had to
be here for this."


            "It's
all right.  May I go to class now?"


            "Yes. 
Here, let me write you a note, so... which class are you in?"


            "Herbology. 
Miss J's class."


            "Ah,
yes.  So that Prof. Qwellyn will know you were detained."


            "Miss
J?" Prof. Stott asked David with a raised eyebrow.


            "Everyone
calls her that because she insists her first name is unpronounceable."


            Prof.
Stott chuckled.


            Dean
Lengel handed over the note and said, "There you go.  You can head
off to class now."


            "I'll
take care of your cauldron and get it back to you," Prof. Stott told him.


            "Thank
you."  He nodded to the others, and then headed out of the office.


            Well,
that's two down.  Marcus' group of friends keeps getting smaller.  At
this rate, he won't have anyone to do his dirty work.


            That
was just fine with David.


-----


            "Did
you honestly think you were in trouble?  I mean, you knew that you
had done nothing wrong, and I hope you know that I would not accuse you,"
Prof. Stott said to David.  They were in her workroom for his
apprenticeship session, and waiting on his potion to warm up.


            David
sighed.  "Sam, the only universal rule I've discovered so far in my
life is that the crap that happens to me doesn't have to make sense." 
As Prof. Stott chuckled, he said, "I knew I hadn't done anything wrong...
at least not intentionally.  I did worry a little about whether I'd done
the charm right.  And no, I never thought you'd blame me unless it really
was my fault.  But, like I said earlier, not everyone necessarily sees the
facts as facts."


            Prof.
Stott nodded.  "Well, at least that's one less person you have to
deal with."


            "I'm
sure there will rise two in his place."


            "Your
enemies are not a hydra, David.  Surely even you can see that your
acceptance at the school is slowly expanding."


            David
grudgingly admitted this.  "Although I feel more like it's that the
hatred for me is slowly growing boring for people, rather than that they accept
me.  But I can live with that."


            Prof.
Stott shook her head.  "Work on your potion."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "She
is such a bitch!" Gwen ranted.  She was speaking about Prof.
Thropp, who had given them fourteen pages of homework for the following week.


            "She
does seem to have no concern for the amount of work she imposes," Devyn
said.


            "I
just hope I can get this done before Valentine's Day," David said.


            "David,
when are you going to accept that they don't call it that here?" Gwen
asked with a grin.


            "When
someone comes up with less of a mouthful to say than 'The Festival of Love and
Lights.'"


            The
group laughed as they boarded a rock lift.  They were returning to the
dorm after lunch, as none of them had class for at least an hour.


            "You
guys want to work on this now?  I realize we've only got a little while,
but..."


            "Yeah. 
Any little bit is going to help.  Where should we go?"


            "Let's
go to our room," Jim said.  "We've got the extra space, ever
since Steve left."


            "Works
for me," Olissa said.  "Hey, David... why doesn't Amanda join us
for our gatherings?"


            "Why
doesn't Rick?" David shot back with a grin.  Rick was the boy who'd
asked Olissa to the Festival.


            Olissa
smirked.  "Touche."


            "Amanda's
schedule is weird.  We've got two classes together, but for the rest of
the time, there's conflicts.  That's why we usually see each other in the
evening."


            Gwen
asked, "So what are you getting her for the festival?"


            "None
of your business," David said with a grin.  He didn't want to say
what he was getting her, because he felt uncomfortable discussing things like
gifts in front of Olissa, who could not possibly afford anything for her
boyfriend.


            The
group continued to talk and laugh as they approached Jim and David's
room.  When they approached, David got a funny sensation.  Apparently,
so did Gwen, as she stopped walking.  Jim noticed the two.


            "What's
the matter?" he asked.


            "Don't
you feel it?" Gwen asked him.


            "Feel
what?"


            David
said, "Magic.  Someone's been using magic right here recently."


            "How
do you know that?" Olissa asked curiously.


            "If
you keep your guard up as much as I do, you start to sense it," David
said.  Gwen nodded.


            "My
family has a gift for feeling its use," Gwen explained.  "It's
almost, kind of, sort of a form of divination.  Though it's mostly useless,
in a world where everyone's using magic constantly."


            "Except
as a warning," David said.  "I wonder just what they were doing,
outside our room."


            Jim
nodded, and then he opened the door to their dorm room slowly. 
Immediately, he jumped back.  Something flew at them.  David grabbed
Gwen, who would have gotten hit by the beast, and yanked her sideways. 
The rest of them scattered.


            The
little beast flew madly about, as if seeking an exit.  David studied it as
best he could, with as rapidly as it was moving.  The first thing he
noticed was a golden number 8 glowing on its side.


            "What
the hell is that thing?" David asked.


            "A
prembat," Jim said.  "One of the nastier small members of the
dragon family.  Don't let it bite you.  They're venomous."


            Everyone
suddenly stopped and looked at each other.


            Olissa
said, "A venomous animal."


            David
nodded.  "Score one for Divination."  After a moment, while
the prembat continued flying around their heads, David asked, "You think
the 8 on his side means the same thing I do?"


            "What,
that there are at least seven more in your room?  Yeah," Gwen said.


            "How
the hell do we get rid of these?" David asked.


            "I
can try to force them out," Jim said.  David looked at him. 
"I've been taking Animperium class, remember?  I'm not sure it'll work. 
I've never really tried it outside of class."


            "Well,
give it a shot."


            "Wait! 
Where are we going to send them?  We can't just let something this
dangerous fly around the school..."


            "Go
ask the RA for a large sack or something," Jim suggested.  "We
can catch them in that."


            Devyn
ran down the hall for the RA's room, and was back shortly with a heavy burlap
sack.


            "Someone
needs to keep track of which ones we catch, so we know we've got them
all," Jim said.  "Prembats are notorious for hiding in small
spaces."


            "I'll
make a list," Olissa said, taking out a pad and her InkyQuill.


            "Well,
do your thing," David said to Jim.  Jim turned and tried to
focus.  It was difficult, with all the animals moving around in the
room.  Finally, he locked onto one, and it turned, zooming out the
door.  Gwen and David held open the sack, in which they'd already snagged
the first prembat, and the second one, numbered 3, flew in and collided with
the bottom of the sack.  The number 8 prembat, however, nearly escaped
before they cinched the bag closed again.


            "We
need a net or something," Gwen said.


            David
considered, then said, "Devyn, did the RA have another sack?"


            "She
had several."


            "Go
get another one.  We'll use one to catch, and one to hold."


            "That
means someone has to grab the bastards to move them over."


            "I'll
do it," David said.  "This prank was supposed to get me, after
all."


            Jim
waited until Devyn returned, and then they went back to catching.  They
had caught half a dozen more after a few minutes, but the remaining ones were
being stubborn.


            "Olissa,
what's the highest number you've got?"


            "Fourteen."


            "That's
a weird number," David opined.  "Fifteen would be more
likely.  And we've caught how many?"


            "Eight."


            "How
many you still see in the room, Jim?"


            "Five."


            "Shit."


            "No
point in worrying about it yet.  Let's get back to work."


            "We're
going to be late for class, at this rate," Devyn objected.


            "Not
much choice," Gwen told her.  Devyn frowned, but didn't argue.


            After
another fifteen minutes, they'd caught all but two.  David went inside the
room now, to see if he could catch the stragglers.  Five minutes of
diving, running, and swiping proved futile.  He emerged from the room
sweaty and tired.


            "No
luck.  Anyone else want to try?"


            There
were negative shakes of the head.  Suddenly, David stood up
straight.  "Jim, you said these were members of the dragon
family?"


            "Yeah. 
Not very bright, as you can see, and mean as they come."


            "Can
dragons communicate with other dragons, even if they're not the same species?"


            "They
all speak some form of Draka, the dragon language," Olissa told him.


            "Then,
might Bispy be able to help us?"


            Olissa
slapped her hand to her forehead.  "Of course!  Why didn't I
think of that!"  She immediately ran for her room, which was now on
the same floor as David's.  She was back in a flash, with Bispy on her
shoulder.


            "Bispy,"
David said, "can you convince these unruly cousins of yours to get the
hell out of my room?"


            Bispy
settled onto Olissa's shoulder, and stared at him.  "What's in it for
me?" he asked.


            "Bispy!"
Olissa snapped, alarmed at his tone.


            David
held up a hand.  "What would you want?"


            "Those
steaks were awfully tasty..." he mused.


            David
laughed.  "I will get you a whole new order of them."


            "I
accept," Bispy said.  He hopped off Olissa's shoulder and unfurled
his wings, flying into the room.  A few screeches and squawks later, and
the two remaining prembats flew into the waiting sack.  David closed it,
and then Olissa filled the numbers in on her pad.  She looked at the list,
and then scratched her head.


            "What's
the matter?" David asked.


            "There's
one missing," she said.  "Number 9 isn't on this list."


            David
carefully opened the bags, and looked in.  He could see the numbers, and
after a full minute of looking, he had seen every number, from 1 to 14, except
9.


            "Shit. 
That means there's one hiding in there."


            "It
could be anywhere!" Jim objected.  "We'll have to tear the room
apart to find it."


            "Or,"
David said with a grin, "We could just ask the expert.  Bispy, can you
tell if there are any more prembats in the room, and where they would be?"


            Bisperion
flew back into the room and settled on David's bed.  They watched intently
as he curled up into a ball, but kept his head up, rather than settling in for
sleep.  After a minute or so, he flew back out onto Olissa's shoulder.


            "There
are no other dragons of any kind in there."


            David
let out a sigh.  "He says there's no more in there."


            "So
one got away?" Gwen said, ashen.


            Jim
said, "I doubt it."


            "What
do you mean?" she asked.


            "Stupid
prank.  They number them, so we will pay attention to the numbers. 
But they intentionally leave one out, so we spend all day looking for a prembat
that doesn't exist.  They didn't count on us having the help of a dragon. 
If we'd had to look ourselves, it would have taken all afternoon."


            David
sighed.  "And we have now used up all of our time.  We'll have
to hustle to even make it to class on time."


            "I
don't have class until later," Olissa said.  "What do you want
me to do with the prembats?"


            "Bispy...
where do these things live?"


            "Nowhere
on the school grounds.  They would live in nearby caves."


            "I
thought you were a cave dragon."


            "I
am.  No, we do not share with these... things."


            To
Olissa, David said, "I guess take them to Prof. Schmidt.  We'll help
you get them to Savage Hall.  We have to go right by there on our way to
Metamorphosis, anyway."


            The
group struggled with the sacks of prembats, but managed to get them onto the
floating rocks, and then across the terrace.  They dropped the sack
unceremoniously outside the annex behind Savage Hall.


            "You
can find Prof. Schmidt for us?" David asked Olissa.


            "Sure. 
Thanks for carrying that, though."


            "No
problem.  See you at dinner.  Oh, and, Bispy?  Thanks."


            The
dragon merely nodded, and then the others hustled to make it to their class.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "So,
what is it you need in Gorumshead?" Misty asked.  David had called
her to escort him into town, and they were just now leaving the campus grounds.


            "A
gift for my girl, since tomorrow is the Festival."


            "Shouldn't
you have gotten one already?"


            "Probably,
but I couldn't figure out what to get her, and I had so much other stuff going
on, that I just haven't had a chance.  I didn't want to interrupt you more
than I had to."


            "Oh,
don't worry about that.  Whatever I'm doing can wait a few hours.  If
it can't, someone else will take care of it.  Fairies aren't like people;
we don't work ourselves all day long."


            "Since
you sort of brought it up... can I ask... what's the difference between a fairy
and a pixie?"


            "They're
all fairies, really.  But those of us that you call fairies can take human
form, and we, in general, look fairly human.  Pixies also look mostly
human, except for being only four inches tall, but they cannot become human-sized,
or lose their wings.  Brownies are just boy pixies.  Also, pixies
aren't... well, they aren't as intelligent as normal fairies."


            "That
would explain why they keep messing up my lunch order."


            Misty
laughed.  "Yes."


            "So,
what about the fireflies?"


            "An
even less intelligent group of fairies.  There are various different types
of fairy that serve useful purposes in Dugerra.  Fireflies make
light.  It allows people to see.  Pixies and brownies serve as
helpers to others.  Us bigger fairies... well, we do whatever needs
doing."


            David
scratched his head.  "So... what makes a fairy, a fairy?  I
mean, why is a firefly, which looks nothing at all like you do, and can't
talk... still a fairy?"


            "It's
how we come into being that makes us fairies.  We are magically created on
Fae Day.  We don't reproduce the way people do.  On Fae Day, if there
is a shortage of any one particular type of fairy, then new ones will emerge
from specific places in Dugerra, and they will distribute themselves as
needed."


            "Where
are these places?"


            "That
is a secret," Misty said with a soft smile.  "No human is
allowed to know."


            "Oh. 
Can I ask just one more question?"


            "Of
course."


            "Why
don't you like to be touched by people?"


            Misty
looked up into the sky for a long moment before explaining.  "Fairies
can sense a person's intentions when they touch them.  This is usually
unpleasant."


            "Even
if a person's only intention is to shake hands?"


            "No,
you don't understand.  We can sense all of your intentions. 
Not in a specific way, mind you.  I couldn't tell you that... well, let's
take the worst possible idea.  I couldn't tell you that a man was going to
murder his wife tomorrow.  What I could tell you is that the man
had the intent of killing."


            "But,
most people..."


            "No,
most people are not quite that evil... but almost everyone has negative intent
of some kind.  Take yourself, for instance.  You are, I can tell, a
generally good and decent person.  But you have intent to seek vengeance
on someone.  I could tell that from touching you."


            "The
someone in question has caused me a lot of problems," David explained.


            Misty
nodded.  "I would have assumed so even if I didn't already know about
Marcus, just because of the rest of your intentions.  But it's still
a negative intent, and it feels unpleasant to us."


            "So...
do you touch other fairies?"


            "More
often than we touch people, but we still reserve contact.  Although most
fairies only have one intention - to do their job - some still end up with
negative ideas in their minds.  It happens just often enough for us not to
want to risk it."


            "Seems
lonely."


            "It
could be.  A lot of us make up for it by talking a lot."


            "Well,
I'll be careful not to touch you."


            "You
don't need to worry about it.  If I couldn't handle the intensity of your
intent, I wouldn't have accepted the job."


            "But
how would you know..."


            "Just
because you don't see fairies, doesn't mean they're not there," Misty said
with a smile.  David got the message.


            When
the two entered Gorumshead, Misty asked, "So, where are we going?"


            "First,
I want to go to Madame deChagny's.  I need to get some dress
clothes."


            "Let's
go, then," Misty said brightly.


-----


            "I
want to thank you for accompanying me," David said once they were back on
school grounds.  "I hate having to inconvenience you just so I can go
somewhere."


            "It's
not an inconvenience," Misty said.  "I enjoyed talking with
you.  Please don't hesitate to call on me whenever you need me."


            "Thank
you."


            "I
hope tomorrow goes well for you with your girl."


            "Me,
too," David said with a grin.


            "Good
luck!" Misty said, and then she clapped her hands, and was gone.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "I'm
sorry you don't have a date," Olissa told Jim.


            Jim
shrugged.  "I've been here before.  I went through all of high
school without a girlfriend, so..."


            "Can
I ask... what seems to be the problem finding a girl?"


            Once
again, Jim shrugged.  "I think I'm just not serious enough.  I
like to play pranks, I don't really think romantically, and in general, I'm
just not what girls want."


            Olissa
frowned.  She had no interest in Jim personally, but she hated to see
anyone be alone unless it was by their choice.


            "Maybe
the right girl will come along one day," she said hopefully.


            "Maybe. 
Until then... I'll just stay in my room today.  It avoids having to watch
everyone else."


            "But
the rest of the festival..." Gwen objected.


            "I
can see a lot of it from the top of the dorm.  The fireworks and such,
anyway."


            "I
guess.  It's not the same, though."


            David
kept quiet during this discussion.  He knew that Jim was more upset than
he was letting on, and he'd been careful not to discuss his date with Amanda.


            Suddenly,
there was a pop! and a brownie appeared in front of David.  This
brownie wore a toga, and he was carrying a very small bow and arrow.


            "What
the..." David asked, as the brownie took aim.  He let loose the
arrow, which impacted David in the chest.  The arrow burst into millions
of little sparks, which danced around until they formed a message in front of
him.  It said, "See you at sundown, 'Valentine'!  Amanda"
and was enclosed in a sparkling red heart.  It remained for several
seconds, and then faded.


            The
brownie, having done his job, nodded and popped back out of existence.


            "What
in the world was that?" Gwen asked.


            David
chuckled.  "Amanda's reply to the message I sent her.  Didn't
you hear about the Cupid Crew?"


            "No."


            "The
school is collecting money for something or other, I didn't listen to that
part.  You pay a grana, and you write down a message that you want
delivered.  Then the brownies, dressed up as Cupid, deliver them for
you.  I sent her one earlier... and I guess she decided to reply."


            Gwen
giggled, and Jim just shook his head.


-----


            "Wait. 
You get all dressed up in fancy clothes, and yet you're still wearing something
that qualifies as a school uniform?  You know you don't have to tonight,
right?" Jim asked David.


            "I
know.  But one, who knows if I might not need this uniform later, and two,
I like our uniforms.  They're comfortable, they look good, and I'm
grateful that they let me go here."


            "Whatever,
dude.  Good luck."


            "Uh,
yeah.  Sorry you're stuck here..."


            Jim
waved it off.  "I'll live.  Go on, get out of here."


-----


            David
knocked on Amanda's door and waited patiently for her to answer.  When the
door opened, it wasn't Amanda, but one of her roommates.


            "Oh,
it's you.  Amanda, your corpse is here."


            David
rolled his eyes, and Amanda said something that was obviously obscene, but
David did not hear her clearly.  She came to the door, and smiled at
him.  David was too busy checking her out to notice the smile yet.


            Amanda
was dressed in a sparkling, deep red dress with a plunging neckline that
revealed a lot of cleavage.  David had never seen so much of her skin at
once.  Her legs were slim and shapely, and she was wearing high
heels.  She had her hair done up in a bun, and her face was nicely done in
light touches of makeup.


            "You
look incredible," he said to her.


            "You
look pretty good yourself," she said, motioning to his outfit.  After
a brief pause, she asked, "Are those for me?"


            "Of
course," he said with a grin.  He handed her the flowers he was
carrying first.  They were yellow blooms that glowed softly from their
centers.  They were shaped like tulips, and so the glow lit up the whole
flower.


            "How
did you get your hands on starlits?" she asked, impressed.


            "Ancient
demighost secret," he said with a wink.  He then handed over the box
of candies he'd brought her.  In the shape of a heart, of course.


            "Mm. 
I like these."  She went to her desk and set the starlits in a vase
which sat conspicuously empty.  She placed the candy in a drawer, and then
returned to him.  "Thank you."  She leaned up and kissed
him quickly.  "Let's go," she said, hooking her arm in his.


            David
walked with her out to the rock lift, and they rode up to the terrace in
comfortable silence.  Once they got there, though, David said, "You
said you had the plan for the evening, so... where to?"


            They
walked along the terrace toward the ocean, until they found an empty Sentinel
Tree to sit beneath.  They could hear the rush of the waterfall beneath
them, as well as the more distant roar of the water on the coast.  There
was also music coming from a nearby band.


            Before
they sat down, David asked, "Won't you ruin that dress, sitting on the
ground?"


            "Ah,
but I'm not going to be sitting on the ground directly," she said with a
grin.  She pulled her mirror out of the handbag she was carrying, and then
dialed.  "Food services, please."


            In
an instant, a pixie popped into being in front of them.


            "Have
you made a reservation?" the pixie asked.


            "Yes. 
The name is Amanda Master."


            The
pixie nodded, and disappeared.  Seconds later, another pop announced the
arrival of their picnic dinner, complete with basket and blanket to sit on.


            David
spread out the blanket beneath the tree, and then they sat down.  They
pulled open the basket to find fried chicken, potato salad, a couple
sandwiches, drinks, and pocket pies for dessert.


            "Did
you plan out the menu?" David asked.


            "I
did," she replied.  "Why?"


            He
leaned over and gave her a kiss.  "Good choices."


            "Mm."
she said with a smile.


-----


            After
the meal, the couple sat for a while, listening to the music and chatting
quietly.  The sun had set, and it was growing darker.  Suddenly,
above them, several loud booms were heard.  They looked up to see the red,
blue, and green fireworks that filled the skies.  As they watched, more
fireworks exploded.


            Behind
the fireworks, a glow began to appear.  It grew brighter and brighter,
shifting and shimmering as a backdrop for the fireworks.  It reminded
David of an aurora, its red, green and purple colors dancing in the sky. 
He pulled Amanda closer to him as they watched the display.


            Finally,
after they'd absorbed the sky display for quite a while, Amanda leaned in and
said, "Come on, there's more to do."


            The
two stood up, and then David looked down at the remnants of their picnic. 
"What do we do about this stuff?"


            Amanda
dialed up food services again, and their picnic was soon whisked away. 
She tried to put her arm through David's, but instead, he reached around her
waist and pulled her close.  She smiled up at him, and then mimicked his
move, cuddling in close.


            The
two walked casually, in no hurry to get anywhere.  Finally, they arrived
at what appeared to be the entrance to some kind of ride.  David looked to
her for an explanation.


            "It's
the Tunnel of Love," she said with a grin.


            "Isn't
this supposed to be on water?" David asked lightly.


            "This
way's just as much fun," she replied.  They settled down onto a
floating bench.  A lap belt slipped across them, keeping them from falling
out but not restricting their movements very much.


            Amanda
put her head on David's shoulder as the ride began, entering a path into the
forest.  As they got in deeper, the leaves of the trees formed the tunnel,
and from amid those leaves, lights were shining, the patterns changing slowly
and shifting from oranges and yellows to reds and violets.


            David
turned to Amanda and kissed her for a long moment, ignoring the ride itself, as
there really was very little to see.  The two continued kissing,
occasionally stopping to enjoy the colors and take a breath before they would
return to their lip lock.


            Finally,
the ride came to an end.  The colors died away, and the bench started to
float clear of the forest.  It gave them plenty of warning, of course, so
that they could stop doing any naughty thing they might have been doing inside
the tunnel.  By the time the ride came to a stop, Amanda and David were
once again sitting calmly side by side.


            As
they walked away from the ride, David leaned over and kissed Amanda
again.  She eagerly returned the kiss, and they stayed that way for a
while, before they returned to their walk.


-----


            David
and Amanda had wandered slowly, enjoying the colorful displays of magic that
had been set up.  They eventually made their way to the river, and walked
out onto the bridge.  Amanda stopped David, and they turned to face the
river.


            "What
now?" David asked quietly.


            "Watch. 
The water sprites have a show for us, too."


            Sure
enough, in only a minute or two, the water lit up a hundred yards from them,
and then it began to bubble.  Amid the bubbles, the water began to dance,
shooting up in little jets that wiggled and swerved in various patterns.


            "What
causes the light?" David asked curiously.


            "Starfish." 
When David looked at her, she said, "Not those starfish.  Just
watch the dance."


            David
did, entranced by the play of the little jets of water.  Occasionally, a
bigger fountain would erupt from the center, split into various waves, and
ripple out across the river, and then the jets would begin to dance
again.  It was a beautiful display, especially lit from beneath by the
starfish.


            After
a while, the sprites' display ended, and the water was calm once again. 
David turned with Amanda, and they walked down, off the bridge.  As they
walked past the stadium, they saw up in the sky that the fireflies were also
joining in the festival.  They were flying in formation, and forming
different patterns in the sky.  They varied the brightness of their glow,
and then, to David's astonishment, they even changed the color.


            "I
didn't know they could do that."


            "What
did you think was glowing in the forest?"


            "I
didn't worry about it in the forest," he said, pulling her close and
kissing her strongly.  She slipped her tongue out and into his mouth, and
for the longest time, they stood, kissing like that.


            Finally,
they separated, and then continued their walk.


            "Is
your dorm room free?" Amanda suddenly asked.


            "No. 
Yours?"


            "No."


            "Shit,"
David opined.


            "Come
on, I have an idea," Amanda said, and she led him off toward Santana Hall,
the music department.


            It
was the fastest they'd walked all night.


-----


            The
couple entered Santana Hall and moved quickly down a hallway.  David had
never been in here before, but he had little time to look around, as Amanda led
him quickly toward a room near the back of the building.


            "Where
are we going?" he asked, his voice kept low in case anyone else was there.


            "The
band room.  I'm hoping no one else has thought of this place."


            When
they entered the band room, she continued through, and into another room. 
This contained storage shelves and cases that clearly held musical instruments. 
Once inside, Amanda turned to him.


            "This
is as private as we're going to get tonight," she said, and then pushed
her body tightly against him, kissing him hotly.  David slipped his tongue
into her mouth as he wrapped his arms around her.  He enjoyed the feel of
her tits mashed against his chest, and he was sure she could feel his dick
hardening between them.


            Amanda
broke their kiss after a minute, and looked into David's eyes.  "God,
you're hot," she said huskily.


            "Actually,"
David said as he gently turned her around, and then placed his hands on her
tits, "I'm mostly room temperature." 


            Amanda
grinned, while David slowly undid the zipper on her dress.  Once it was
down, he pushed the straps off her shoulders, and it tumbled to the
floor.  He helped her step out of it, and then turned her so that he could
see her front.  He enjoyed the view of her in her underwear, but she was
too anxious for him to study her for long.


            As
Amanda reached back to undo her strapless bra, David leaned down to pull her
panties off.  The bra and the panties fell to the floor almost in
unison.  Amanda was now standing in stockings and high heels, and she
looked lustfully at David.


            David
pulled his coat off, tossing it onto a nearby shelf.  He kicked his shoes
off, and began removing his pants as Amanda attacked his shirt.  In short
order, David was just as naked as Amanda was.  She stood back and looked
at his body, watching his hard cock twitch as he moved.


            David
moved back to Amanda and kissed her strongly.  As he did, he put his hand
on her stomach and slowly slipped it downward.  She shifted as he
approached her groin, parting her legs for him.  His fingers slipped past
her clit, and found her opening.  He could feel her wetness, and that was
what he wanted to know.


            Breaking
their kiss, David turned Amanda around and bent her over.  She put her
hands on a worktable, waiting for David to do whatever he liked.


            She
didn't have long to wait.  David put his dick at her opening and pushed in
strongly.  She moaned deeply with the feel of him entering her, and he
slid into her all the way in one stroke.  He took a moment to caress her
ass and lower back, and then he grabbed her hips.


            David
didn't waste any time, but was immediately thrusting into her fast and
hard.  Amanda loved it, and muttered repeated encouragements to him. 
He used his hands to pull her back into him as his hips drove forward, and she
used her pussy to squeeze him on every out stroke.


            Amanda
was soon approaching her climax, and her cries filled the room.  Her back
arched as her orgasm hit, and she shuddered.


            David
had been controlling his own climax for some time, and as soon as hers started,
he let loose, blasting his cum inside of her.  The two remained locked for
several seconds before finally settling down.


            When
he pulled out of her and stepped back, Amanda whirled around and dropped to her
knees.  She looked up at him and asked, "If I get you hard again,
will you give me another orgasm?"


            "Hell,
yes," he replied with a smile.


            In
a flash, Amanda's mouth was taking David's cock in, and she was quickly bobbing
on him.  The feeling was intense for David, but he let her go.  In
just another minute, he was fully hard, and she let him loose.  He helped
her get to her feet.


            "How
do you want me, Baby?" she asked him.


            David
pushed her against the table, and then lifted her up onto it.  She
immediately spread her legs and leaned back, giving him perfect access to her
cunt.  she ran her fingers between her legs, and then with a sultry smile,
she crooked her finger at him.


            David
didn't need further encouragement.  He stepped up to her and slid his dick
back inside of her.  She closed her eyes and sighed as he filled her
up.  This time, he went more slowly, using long, smooth strokes.  He
leaned in and kissed her, their tongues immediately dancing with each
other.  His one hand toyed with her nipple while his other helped keep his
balance.


            Amanda
was soon moaning and breathing hard, her next orgasm rising quickly to the
surface.  When it broke, she screamed into David's mouth.  She
writhed in ecstasy, but David did not relent; he continued to fuck her
throughout her come.


            When
she descended that peak, David started to fuck her faster.  He broke their
kiss, and put both of his hands on the table, leaning over her for leverage. 
She looked up into his eyes and smiled.


            "Oh,
God, yes, fuck me just like that!" she said.


            David
smiled back at her, and increased his thrusts a little more.  Amanda
started to cry out with each thrust, her heat climbing one more time.  As
her orgasm hit, she screamed out, and her body froze.  Her pussy squeezed
his dick, and she let out little shudders of pleasure.


            When
she came down from this high, she put her hands on David's chest.


            "Stop,
please."  David did so, looking at her.  She smiled at
him.  "I've had all I can take," she explained.  David
nodded, and slowly withdrew from her.  She looked down at his still quite
hard cock, and frowned.  "Well, we can't leave that that
way," she said.  She got down off the table, and then slowly slid
down to her knees.  Her mouth closed around his dick, and she began
bobbing on his shaft.


            The
feelings David was getting were wonderful, but he really wanted to do something
different with Amanda.  He wasn't sure what, until he saw a bench on the
other side of the room.  He looked down at her and asked, "Are you
opposed to getting... sticky?"


            Amanda
stopped sucking him and, with a smile, asked, "You want to come on my face?"


            "Not
exactly," he said.


            "Whatever
you want is great with me, Baby."


            He
helped her off her knees and took her over to the bench.  "Lie
down," he said.  She did, her legs parting to hang off either side of
the bench.


            David
straddled her and the bench, and then lowered himself until his dick was
resting right between her tits.  Amanda immediately understood, and she
pushed her breasts together, encasing his rod in warm flesh.


            David
immediately started to rock his hips back and forth, the head of his dick
popping in and out of her cleavage.  Amanda leaned her head up as much as
she could, and licked at the head of his cock as it reached the top of its
stroke.  She looked up at David, a smile in her eyes.  She stopped
licking long enough to say, "Come on, give me your cum, Baby."


            David
sped up his thrusting, as he could feel his climax approaching.  He put
his arms down on the bench for more leverage, and moved even faster, grunting
with each thrust.


            Finally,
David's orgasm arrived.  He grunted loudly as his cum burst from his
cock.  It hit Amanda square in the face, and then she opened her mouth to
take the rest of it in.  Some dribbled onto her chin, and the rest ended
up on the top of her tits as David stood up.


            Amanda
swallowed what was in her mouth, and then ushered the load on her face between
her lips, as well.  She grinned widely up at David, to let him know that
she was perfectly happy.


            David
moved off of her, and then he helped her to her feet.  They kissed, but
she didn't press herself against him.  There was no reason for them both
to be sticky.


            "That
was great," she told him, once their kissing ended.


            "Yeah,"
he agreed.  "Sorry about the mess."


            "I'm
not.  I loved it.  I hadn't done that before."


            "Did
you like it?"


            "Yeah,
it was hot."


            "You
have very fuckable tits," he said with a grin.  She giggled.


            "I'm
glad you like them."


            He
kissed her again, and then they went back to get dressed.


-----


            David
walked Amanda back to her dorm room, but their evening was finished, as she
really needed to take a shower.  She kissed him passionately at her door,
however.


            "I
had a great time tonight," she said.


            "Me,
too."


            "Thanks
for the flowers, and the candy... and one of the best orgasms ever," she
said with a wink.  David grinned.


            "That
was my pleasure!" he assured her.  She giggled.


            "Good
night, David."


            "G'night." 
He walked off, happy that the night had gone so well.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Miss
Hasterscant!  Pay attention!" Prof. Thropp snapped.


            Gwen
sat up straighter.  She had, admittedly, been doodling and not listening.


            "Sorry,
Professor," she said.


            "If
you're so bored, perhaps you'd like to come up and perform this enchantment
yourself.  Come on, we haven't got all day."


            Gwen
groaned, and then moved to the front of the class.  She pulled out the
necessary talisman, which was hanging on a chain.  It was a unicursal
hexagram: a six-pointed star that could be drawn with a single line.  It
was often used in their enchantments.


            "Go
on, perform the spell," the professor prodded.


            Gwen
started the spell correctly, but about halfway through, she faltered, unsure of
how to continue.  She then dipped the hexagram and said, "Do
something now to make some light!"


            The
class laughed as the cube before her sparked, but then sat, still and dark.


            "That
is clearly not the appropriate spell!" Prof. Thropp snapped. 
"Return to your seat!"


            As
Gwen trudged back to her chair, the professor looked back and forth across the
class.  Finally, she said, "Mr. Stroud, come up here and try
it."


            David
groaned inwardly.  He was not looking forward to screwing up in front of
the class.


            He
pulled out his talisman as he was walking up, so that he could get the
humiliation over with.  When Prof. Thropp saw it, she said, "What do
you expect to do with that?"


            Without
looking down, David said uncertainly, "Perform the spell?"


            "I
think not," she said.


            David
looked down, and was shocked to see that his hexagram had been replaced with a
crucifix.  Prof. Thropp saw the look on his face.


            "May
I assume," she said in a low voice, "that you are not
intending to be disrespectful of my class?"


            "No
ma'am.  I wouldn't do that.  Someone must have switched it on
me."  He looked her in the face and said, "People just love
playing pranks."


            Prof.
Thropp nodded.  "Give me that," she said.  David handed her
the crucifix.  She handed him a proper talisman.  "Now, get to
it," she said, her voice returning to its normal volume and sharpness.


            David
turned around, and faced the cube and the class.  He held his talisman
over it, and began the intonation.


            "Fire
burns throughout the night,


            In
the sky the moon shines bright,


            Aid
us in our need for sight,


            From
within this cage, emit your light!"


            At
the very last moment, David dipped his talisman to touch the cube.  As he
did, the cube began to glow brightly, emitting enough light to replace a
lantern.  There were murmurs among the class.


            "Very
well done, Mr. Stroud," Prof. Thropp said.


            "Thanks,
Professor.  Here's your talisman back."


            "You
keep that, to replace the one some moron stole from you."  She looked
out across the class.  "As you can see, the enchantment works quite
well.  Should you find yourself without a firefly handy, nearly any object
can be turned into a lantern with this spell."


            "Professor,"
Olissa asked, "How long will the cube glow?"


            "Until
the next sunrise.  Hence the first line of the spell about fire burning
through the night."


            "And
how would we make a brighter... or even a dimmer... light?"


            "The
second line of the spell describes the brightness of the light.  There are
different lines for a much brighter light, and a soft light.  These can be
found in the text.


            "Now,
we're going to move on.  I see no reason to dawdle on this lesson, as
we've seen both failure and success.  Please remember that this will be on
the exam in three weeks."


            Olissa
leaned over to David and said very quietly, "Nice job."


            David
nodded.  He looked over at Gwen, to see if she was annoyed with him, but
she gave him a thumbs-up sign.  Then they all returned their attention to
the professor, who had a tendency to move through the material briskly enough
that not paying attention risked missing something important.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Last
ingredient," Prof. Stott said.  "The tricky part here is
stirring it properly, but you have a real talent for that, so it shouldn't be
too difficult."


            "Thanks,"
David said, reading the potion recipe carefully before performing the last
step.  He added the rose water, and then stirred the potion briskly,
causing it to foam while he stirred.  He counted to one hundred, and then
stopped, letting the potion settle in his cauldron.  He watched it, and
saw the mixture forming swirls within the liquid.  This was expected and
necessary, and so he nodded at it.


            "So
now I just let it sit for... what, a half hour, is it?"


            "Yes. 
Although we will need to test it when it's done, I can see right now that
you've done it right.  You are a genius at this stuff."


            "I
don't think so.  It took me five tries to do this one."


            "I'll
let you in on a secret, David... it usually takes me six."


            "Oh."


            Prof.
Stott looked over at the clock.  "Oh, damn!  We've worked well
past our time.  We've even missed dinner!"


            David
looked down at his cauldron, which was bubbling quietly.  He knew it would
be fine, unattended, for a while.  He moved over to Sam.


            "I'm
sorry you missed your meal," he said quietly.


            "I'll
live.  You missed yours, too," she replied.


            "Well,
I'm a demighost, I don't get hungry.  Besides," he said, taking hold
of her hips and gently hoisting her onto her worktable, "I'm about to eat,
anyway."  He raised his eyebrows at her as his hands slid beneath her
skirt and tugged at her panties, letting her know exactly what he meant.


            "Hmm,"
she said, slowly and softly.  "If you finish, I'll let you have
dessert."


            David
grinned.


-----


            "Well,
this is perfect, as expected," Prof. Stott said.  She ushered all of
the base potion into a flask, stoppered it, and handed it to David. 
"Great job, as usual."


            David
grinned sheepishly, and put the flask away carefully in his bag.


            "David?"
Prof. Stott asked.


            "Hmm?"


            "I
have to ask, as I have seen you with her repeatedly... what about Amanda?"


            "What
about her?" he asked.


            "Did
you just cheat on her?"


            David
paused, and put his book bag down.  He leaned against the table. 
"Amanda and I have only been on one date.  I don't think we're to the
point yet where we're exclusive to each other.  I certainly don't feel
that close to her yet, anyway."


            "You
will let me know if it gets to that point, right?  That way I'm not
enticing you to cheat on her.  I enjoy what we do together, but not at the
expense of someone else."


            David
wrapped his arm around her, and then leaned in and kissed her.  "I
promise I'll keep you up-to-date on any girlfriends I might have, not just
Amanda."


            "Thank
you.  Now, you should go on back to your room.  You've probably got
homework to do."


            "You're
right, I do.  Have a good night, Sam."  He kissed her, and then
headed back to his dorm room.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Amanda,
hey... what in the world happened to you?" David asked.  Her skin
kept fading from her normal shade to a dark chocolate color, and back.


            "Some
asshole hexed me.  They called me a ghost-lover."


            David
frowned mightily.  "Did you see who it was?"


            "Not
really.  They did it from behind a tree."


            "Fucking
assholes.  I'm sorry," he told her.


            "It's
not your fault.  They're stupid."


            "We
should see if Prof. Phillips can fix that."


            "We
haven't got time.  We need to be in class in ten minutes."


            David
sighed.  He could probably show up late without getting into trouble, as it
was Potions class, but he didn't want to take advantage of his relationship
with Sam that way.


            "After
class, then."


            "Yeah,
we'll see if it hasn't faded by then."


            "I
really am sorry.  I guess I should have warned you this would
happen."


            "I
had a feeling it might.  I knew you weren't popular when I became your
friend.  I don't care that you're not.  I will admit this is kind of
annoying, though."


            David
leaned over and kissed her.  She kissed him back for a few moments, then
they separated.


            "Thanks,
that does make me feel a little better."


-----


            "It's
not fading," David told her.


            "Dammit,"
she growled.  "Okay, let's go see Prof. Phillips."


            "You
say that like it's an imposition.  You'd have to be the only girl on
campus that didn't want to be in his presence," David said with a grin.


            Amanda
blushed.  "I don't want him to see me this way!" she admitted.


            David
laughed as they walked.


            Suddenly,
they both tripped, and had to work very hard to keep from getting hurt.


            Several
unladylike things came out of Amanda's mouth.  David, as well, cursed
under his breath.  Jailla fluttered back down onto his shoulder, after
having flown off when they fell.


            David
looked over at Amanda.  "You okay?"


            "Yeah,
but this is definitely not my day."


            David
frowned, and then got up.  He helped Amanda to her feet.  "Let's
go see the professor."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Good
afternoon, Professor.  Prof. Stott!  What are you doing here?"


            "Observing,"
she said, smiling at him.


            "David,
we're going to run you through a few drills.  I asked Prof. Stott to be
here as a... well, as a distraction.  You've practiced your skills with
just me present, or alone.  I want to make sure that you can maintain your
control even with other people around.  As Prof. Stott is your wizarding
master, I'm assuming you will put some stock in her opinion of you, and so that
adds a level of difficulty to the task."


            "I'll
say," David said.  Prof. Stott laughed.


            "Now,
let's begin."


            For
the next hour, they ran through various charms and a few hexes, seeing how well
David could maintain his control.  He slipped up once in the beginning,
but after that, he recentered his thinking, and was able to perform the tasks
requested without incident.


            Finally,
Prof. Phillips said, "Well, then.  How do you think he did,
Professor?"


            "I'm
hardly impartial, Charles," she told him.  "But I think he did
great."


            "Yes,
I do, too."  To David, he said, "You've come a long way since we
started.  You still have to get better, but that is merely a matter of
practice.  I have taught you all you need to know to get your wand under
control, and you are doing extremely well.  Have you been having any
difficulties in Divination class?"


            "In
the beginning, I did.  But after we got going with my meditation, it got
much better."


            "Good,
good.  David, the other reason I asked Prof. Stott to be here, was that today
is your last day with me.  There's nothing more I can show you along these
lines, and so any further sessions for us would be wasted time.  I'm sure
you'd rather spend that time more profitably in your apprenticeship."


            David
was surprised.  He had known he was getting better, but he had no idea
that they were approaching being done.


            "You've
done well, David.  I'm proud of you," Prof. Phillips said.  He
held out his hand, and David took it, shaking it, but still in a bit of shock.


            As
David and Prof. Stott left Prof. Phillips' office, she said, "I'm proud of
you, too.  Let's go to my workroom, so I can reward you properly for all
your hard work."


            David
nearly missed dinner again.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~
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~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "So,
I guess now you'll be spending even more time with Prof. Stott, huh?" Jim
asked.  The group was having breakfast together, as they often did when
they had the chance.


            David
could hear the discontent in Jim's voice.  "You know, I try not to
talk about her when you're around... you make that very hard to do when you ask
questions like that."


            The
girls giggled, but Jim sighed.  "Sorry."


            "Anyway,
yes, I'll be apprenticing on Mondays now, too."


            "Still
working on base potions?" Gwen asked.


            "I'm
not sure.  Since we finished up that last one, I don't know what she'll
have me doing."


            The
group continued to chat through breakfast, but as they neared the end, someone
disguised as an ogre walked by.  They knew it was a disguise because the
ogre wasn't trying to eat anyone.  It did, however, slam its hand down on
David's head rather hard as it went by.


            "Ow! 
Fucker!" David hollered.  As the ogre hurried out of Byron Hall,
David suddenly started to feel itchy.  "What the hell?" he asked
no one in particular.


            "David,
look at your hands!" Olissa shouted.  They all looked down, to see
little red bumps appearing on his skin, and patches of redness as well.


            "Oh,
great," he said.  He was struggling not to scratch it, but that was
nearly impossible, as it itched so badly.  He gritted his teeth. 
"I'm gonna have to go to the infirmary for this.  I can't stand not
scratching it."


            "You'll
be late for class," Jim warned.


            David
nodded.  "You want to let Prof. Stott know where I am?  I don't
know how long this will take to fix," he said, fidgeting as he tried
desperately not to scratch.


            "Sure."


            "Thanks. 
See you guys later."


            David
hurried out of the cafeteria, and tried not to run to the rock-lift.  He
was scratching, and every time he realized it, he would force himself to stop,
but that only worked for a few seconds, before he was scratching again.


            David
suffered on the rock lift, his hands balled into fists to prevent himself from
scratching at the spots all over his skin.  He hurried down the walkway
toward Belleci Hall.  Some of the students that saw him laughed, knowing
it had to be a hex.


            Once
he got to the infirmary, he called out for Healer Hall, who was not in
sight.  She quickly came out of a back room, and then her face showed
shock.


            "What
in the world happened to you?" she asked.


            "Some
idiot hexed me with something.  It itches like crazy!" he
informed her.


            "Oh,
dear.  Well, get your coat and your shirt off, so I can see how bad it
is.  Does it itch below the waist?"


            "It
itches everywhere!" he cried.


            Healer
Hall frowned, and then ushered him into a smaller room, and closed the
door.  "You're going to have to strip, then."


            David
was slightly embarrassed, but his discomfort overrode that fairly
quickly.  He quickly stripped out of his clothes, and then lay on the
treatment table.  Healer Hall put a towel over his groin, for the comfort
of both of them.


            "Yes,
it looks like a kati hex."


            "He
only muttered something brief.  It sounded more like a bark than
anything.  Of course, he'd disguised himself as an ogre at the
time..."


            "Who
was it?"


            "Um...
someone who can disguise himself as an ogre."  David smiled at her,
and she returned it.


            "Sorry
about that.  Well, let's get cracking on this.  You'll need an
ointment, and you'll be here for at least an hour.  Are you missing
class?"


            "Yes,
Potions.  I asked a friend to let Prof. Stott know."


            "Very
good.  I'll be right back with your treatment.  Until then... don't
scratch."


            "Easy
for you to say," he muttered as she left the room.


-----


            "Are
you better now?" Amanda asked.  She'd joined him for lunch, and he'd
told her about the hex.


            "Yeah. 
Annoying, though.  I hate missing Potions class."


            "Like
you're going to fall behind," she told him with a grin.


            David
laughed.  "True, but still.  And I really wish they'd get over
this shit.  But I don't think they're going to."


            "Most
of the school's leaving you alone now," Gwen offered.


            "And
I'm grateful for that," he replied.  "But Marcus and his gang
just aren't going to go away."


            "So
do something about them," Amanda said.


            "Not
that easy.  I have to avoid getting into trouble."


            "Doesn't
seem to be an issue for them," she observed.


            "They're
willing to lie to back each other up.  I'm not, and I wouldn't let any of
you do it, either."


            Amanda
frowned.  "Yeah, I guess that's a problem.  So what are
you going to do?"


            "I
don't know."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Okay,
today we're going to transplant hornthistle.  Do be careful.  If you
plant them poorly, they'll sound flat.  Have you all gotten your pots
prepped?"


            There
were positive murmurs throughout the greenhouse.  Prof. Qwellyn looked
around and nodded.


            "Good. 
Now, I want you to pick up the pot that your hornthistle is currently in, put
your hand over the dirt, and turn it upside-down.  Don't worry if the dirt
falls out, just keep a good hold of the plant.  And expect a rather nasty
little trumpet.  Hornthistle doesn't like being turned upside-down."


            The
room was filled with blaring notes as each student tipped their pot over. 
David turned his back upright as soon as he could, supporting the root ball
with his now-free hand.


            "Now,"
Prof. Qwellyn said, "Gently place the plant in its new home, and loosely
pack the dirt around it."


            The
professor went around the room to see how everyone was doing.  When she
came to David's table, she said, "No, that's much too tightly packed,
David.  Hornthistle needs loose soil to push its roots through."


            "Should
I pull it out and start over?"


            "No,
just kind of run your fingers through the dirt, to break it up.  Remember,
if the plant can stand up straight without your help, the dirt is probably firm
enough.  There are some exceptions, but we'll get to those later."


            "Yes,
ma'am," he said.


            "You're
doing fine, David," she encouraged him, and then moved along.


            Olissa
looked at him and giggled.  "You can't be an expert at everything,
you know."


            He
frowned at her.  "I know, but this is directly related to potion
making.  I need to be good at it.  But I really don't have a green
thumb."


            "You'll
learn," Olissa told him.


            "I
hope so."


            As
David finished up his loosening of the soil, his hornthistle plant gave out a
little toot.  Prof. Qwellyn, who was nearby, asked, "Whose plant was
that?"


            "Mine,
Professor," David said dejectedly.


            "Why
so glum?  That's a good sound.  It means your plant would like some
food.  They don't ask for food until they're settled, so you've done a
good job."


            Soon,
other plants were tooting, as well.  Olissa leaned over and said,
"See?  Told you."


            "Oh,
shut up," he said with a grin, as she smirked at him.  He focused on
fertilizing the little hornthistle plant.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Shh!"
the girl said to her roommate.  They were both fighting the giggles, but
they didn't want to wake their target.  They had waited until she was sleeping
on her back, to make it much easier to do what they were doing.  Now that
they had their chance, they needed to move quickly.


            The
first girl dipped her finger in a potion, and then started to write letters on
the sleeping girl's forehead.  She repeated this over and over until she
had written what she wanted.  Still stifling giggles, the two girls put
away their potion, and went to bed.


            "This
should teach her to choose her friends more carefully," the one girl told
the other.


            "What
have you got against him, really?"


            "He's
a creep!" she hissed.


            "You
don't even know him."


            "If
you like him so much, why did you help me?"


            "I
don't like him or not like him.  I helped you because it's funny."


            "Whatever. 
Go to sleep."


-----


            As
Amanda was trudging to the bathroom in the morning, the snickers and gasps were
enough to let her know that looking in the mirror was not going to be a fun
experience today.  When she got there, and saw what had been written on
her forehead, she cursed.


            "Goddammit,
Tammy!" she said to no one.  "This had better wash off."


            Amanda
jumped in the shower, as she had intended to do anyway, and made sure to scrub
her forehead thoroughly while she washed.  Unfortunately, when she got out
of the shower, the writing on her forehead was as clear and plain as it had
been before.  It wasn't even discolored or faded.


            "Shit,"
she said.  She got dressed, and then dug through her closet to find a
winter hat.  She found one, and put it on her head, pulling it down as far
as she could to cover her forehead.


            "That's
against the dress code," a voice said from the doorway.  There was
obvious glee in the voice.  Amanda turned to see Tammy standing there,
sneering.


            "You're
a bitch, Tammy," Amanda said.  "You're just jealous because you
don't even have a boyfriend yet."


            "Rather
no boyfriend at all than that loser," Tammy retorted.


            Amanda
grabbed her wand, which was on her desk, and whipped around.  "Adspergo
fuco arancio!"  Suddenly, there were splotches of orange dye all
over Tammy's outfit.


            "You
bitch!" Tammy screamed.  "This was my favorite
shirt!"


            "Aw,
too bad.  Maybe you should have thought of that before doing what you
did."  Amanda grabbed her stuff and pushed past Tammy, storming out
of the dorm and heading for the cafeteria.  She would go get her forehead
dealt with, but she really needed to eat first.


-----


            "Hey,
Amanda," David greeted her warmly.


            "Hi,
David," she replied, her voice flat.  She was angry, but not at
him.  She said hello to the others sitting with him, as well.


            "What's
the matter?" he asked her quietly.


            "My
roommate is being a bitch.  She wrote something on my forehead, and I
can't get it off."


            "What's
it say?" David asked curiously.


            Amanda
peeled the hat up briefly, so David and the others could read it, then covered herself
again.


            David's
jaw set.  "I'm sorry about this," he said.


            "Not
your fault.  She's an asshole.  She's just jealous because she can't
find a boyfriend."


            The
group went on to other subjects while they ate their breakfast.


-----


            As
Amanda and David were walking into Alton Hall, they were stopped by Prof.
Herbert, the other Potions professor.


            "Excuse
me, young lady," he said, "But hats are not a permitted part of the
school uniform.  You'll need to remove it."


            "Sir,"
she said earnestly, "my roommate played a prank on me, and wrote something
very... nasty... on my forehead.  If I don't wear the hat, I will also be
breaking school rules."


            Prof.
Herbert raised an eyebrow.  "Let me see it, then."


            Amanda
lifted up the edge of her hat to expose the words, "Cunt of the
Undead".  Prof. Herbert's eyes widened.  Amanda immediately
pulled her hat back down.


            "You
need to go to Belleci Hall, and have Healer Hall look at that.  I'm sure
she has a way to remove it."


            "Yes,
sir," Amanda said.  "David, will you let Prof. Stott know where
I am?"


            "Sure. 
See you in a bit."  He gave her a quick kiss, and then they
separated.  David made his way into class, and over to Prof. Stott's desk.


            "Good
morning, David," she said pleasantly.


            "Good
morning, Professor," he replied.  "Amanda's going to be
late.  She had to go to the infirmary to see if they can remove something
nasty her roommate wrote on her forehead."


            "Oh,
dear," Prof. Stott said disgustedly.  "It won't wash off?"


            "No,
she tried that."


            "Probably
a potion, then," she said.


            "Do
you know which one it might be?"


            "What
color was the writing?"


            "Really
dark blue... almost black."


            Prof.
Stott nodded.  "That's the worst of them.  It's concentrated
InkyQuill ink."


            "Will
it come off?"


            "Oh,
certainly.  Healer Hall will have it off in a heartbeat.  Don't worry
about it."


            "That's
good."


            "By
the way, what do you plan on doing during your Spring break?"


            "I'll
be staying here at the school."


            "Yes,
but what will you do?"


            David
shrugged.  "Study, walk around... I don't really know.  I'll
find something, I suppose."


            "I
had a talk with Prof. Qwellyn about you.  She may be talking to you
soon."


            "Okay..."


            Prof.
Stott smiled.  "Don't worry, I'm not getting you in trouble."


            "I
never thought that for a minute."


            "Go
on to your seat, we've got to get started."


-----


            "Tammy,
this is completely unacceptable behavior," Dean Lengel said sharply.


            "You
can't prove I did anything!" she snapped back angrily.  


            David,
who was sitting with Prof. Stott against the wall, whispered something to the
professor, who nodded to him.


            David
stood up and said, "Yes, we can, Dean."


            Dean
Lengel cocked her head at him, and said, "Explain, please.  You said
you only saw the results at breakfast."


            "Yes,
ma'am, but the potion she used was InkyQuill ink.  It leaves a mark."


            "Hah!"
Tammy said, holding up her hands to show that they were both free of stains. 
The dean looked to David.


            "She
most likely used the same formula to remove the stain as Healer Hall used on
Amanda.  However, the ink still leaves a trace, if you know the
spell.  I asked Prof. Phillips about it right before we came here."


            David
turned to Tammy and pulled out his wand.  Tammy pulled her hands back.


            "You
aren't doing any spells on me, you piece of slime!" she snapped.


            David
lifted his wand up toward her throat and a slight crackle of energy escaped the
tip.  "I can do a much less benign spell, if you'd prefer," he
snarled.  Tammy's eyes went wide, and then she slowly put her hands out.


            "Ostenditor,"
David said.  Tammy's hands were engulfed in a blue light, and the index
finger on her right hand turned black.


            "His
spell did that!" she insisted.


            "Yes,
it did," Dean Lengel confirmed.  "It revealed what you tried to
cover up.  Clearly, you are responsible for the mean and, quite frankly,
crass, words written on Amanda's forehead.  For that, you will be
sentenced to two weeks' detention.  I don't tolerate this sort of thing in
my school, Tammy.  Learn this lesson quickly, because I won't be happy if
I see you in here again for this kind of nonsense.  Wait outside, and
someone will be by to escort you."


            Tammy
whirled and stomped out of the room.


            Dean
Lengel dialed up maintenance, and had them send someone to escort Tammy to her
detention home.  Then, she looked up at David.


            "For
a moment, I thought you were going to hurt her."


            "The
thought did occur to me," he admitted.


            "And
how, exactly, did you know about ostenditor?"


            "That
was my doing, Dean," Prof. Stott said.  "David came with me
mainly as a witness... but he asked me if he could present my evidence.  I
decided to let him, since Tammy did what she did because of him."


            Dean
Lengel nodded.  "I'm sorry, Amanda, that your roommate isn't more
mature."


            "I'll
live," she said.  "Maybe she'll learn something in
detention."


            "I
wouldn't count on it," David said under his breath.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Hi,
Sam," David said, entering the workroom.  He set his book bag down,
went over, and pulled her into his arms, kissing her passionately for a few
seconds before breaking lip lock.  "How are you today?" he asked
her.


            "Out
of breath!" she said with a big smile.  "I like how you say
hello.  Why are you in such a good mood?"


            He
slowly let his hands slip from her back.  "Actually, I'm not.  I
figured holding you would make me feel better."


            "Did
it?" she asked seriously.


            "A
little bit," he said, nodding.


            "Good. 
Now, what's bothering you?"


            "It's
just the whole thing with Marcus.  It was bad enough when they were
harassing me.  I can live with it.  But now people are harassing
Amanda, too, just because she's associating with me.  That, I'm having
trouble dealing with."


            "Is
there more than just the writing on her forehead?"


            "Oh,
yeah.  She's gotten tripped, called names, hexed... basically the only
thing they've done to me that they haven't done to her is throw rocks."


            Prof.
Stott frowned.  "I really don't understand the prejudice against
demighosts in the first place... and it concerns me that we haven't educated
this kind of bigotry out of people."


            "I
don't think you can, really.  People are instinctively xenophobic. 
'They're not like us,' is usually considered enough motive to not like
someone... and that doesn't even have to be racial or about species. 
Heck, in Earth, that statement can just mean you're a Republican or a Democrat."


            "A
what?"


            "Don't
worry about it, you're happier not knowing, but they're just belief
systems."


            "Hating
a person for what they believe?  That's crazy."


            "Not
to a lot of people.  To a lot of people, it's completely normal."


            Sam
sighed.  "Now I'm in a bad mood."


            David
pulled her back into his arms and kissed her again.  When they broke the
kiss, he said, "Feel better?"


            With
a soft grin, she said, "A little bit," and nodded.  David
chuckled.


            "Let's
try to do some work.  Maybe we can both take our minds off it."


            "That's
not what I figured you'd suggest for mood enhancement," Sam said with a
smile.


            "I'm
saving that in case this doesn't work," he said.  "You know,
save the best for last."


            "Uh-huh,"
Sam said.  She let him go with another small kiss.


            "So...
what are we working on now?  More of those specialty potions?"


            "No. 
I'll be honest with you, I had you make those because I needed them for class,
and I had gotten behind.  What we're going to start on now is to teach you
ingredient preparation.  Up to now, you've been taking your ingredients
from a bottle or bag.  Yes, you've had to cut some up or mash them, but
you didn't have to prep them fully.  We're going to work on what happens
to the ingredients before they get stored away.  This will involve a great
deal of precision.  It is tedious, and dull, but it is a crucial part of
potion making.  Luckily, you seem to be able to deal with the tedium of
the job."


            "Well,
it's important, and so I try to focus.  It's something I do much better in
here than in some of my other classes, like Charms and Hexes."


            "I
had wondered about that.  You seem to be able to concentrate so well in
here..."


            "It's
a different way of thinking, and it threw me for a while."


            Sam
nodded.  "Anyway, tonight we'll start by showing you how we go about
drying and powdering fresh herbs.  It's not hard, so I expect you'll have
it down in no time."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Okay,
class, that's all for today.  Set your dragonsilk over on the shelves, and
then you can go.  Make sure to put your name on yours!" Prof. Qwellyn
said firmly.


            As
people were beginning to file out, she called, "David, could I talk to you
for a minute, please?"


            Olissa
asked, "You want me to go on and go?"


            David
shook his head as Prof. Qwellyn came closer.  "No," he said to
Olissa.  Turning to the professor, he asked, "Unless this is a
private matter?"


            "No,
not really.  Prof. Stott said that you were staying over the Spring break,
is that right?"


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            "She
also said that you were making potions your focus, is that right?"


            "Yes,
ma'am.  I'm apprenticing with Prof. Stott."


            Prof.
Qwellyn nodded.  "In that case, I'm wondering if you'd be interested
in helping me over the break.  I'm in charge of the Seedling Festival, you
see, and so I have a lot of things to get ready.  Since you are going to
be dealing with herbs and plants a lot, in potion making, I thought you might
like the extra practice."


            "Well,
I'd be glad to help, Miss J, but... I mean, don't the fairies do all that
stuff?"


            "The
Seedling Festival requires us to move plants from place to place.  That's
not something us fairies like to do.  In fact, we can't do it without
being in human form, and most of us don't really like to take this form very
much, so... if you can help out, it will be great."


            "Sure. 
I've got nothing else to do over break except study, anyway."


            "Good! 
Thank you.  I'll get together with you later this week, and we'll work out
the details."


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            "Have
a good day!" she said with a smile.  David and Olissa left, hurrying
on for their next class.


            "You're
sure popular with the staff," Olissa said.  Her voice showed mainly
confusion.


            "I
think it's Dean Lengel's doing.  She probably told them to look out for
me."


            "Could
be.  Although I think this was Prof. Stott's doing."


            "Yeah,
probably.  It's kind of like a snowball effect... or maybe more like a
domino effect, I guess."


            Olissa
giggled.  "You're not in potions class now, you don't have to be that
precise."


            David
chuckled.


            Olissa
said, "Come on, we need to hurry, or we'll be late."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Hey,
Olissa," David said.  "I didn't realize you'd be staying... I
guess I should have figured, though."


            "Yeah. 
I considered going to stay with Aunt Shandra, but there's not really anything
to do at her place, either... and at least here, I don't have a relative
looking over my shoulder all the time."


            "Is
she really that nosy?"


            "You
saw how she was that day we met.  That was normal for her."


            "Ah. 
Good morning, Bispy."


            "Where's
my steaks?" he demanded.


            David
laughed.  "I've ordered them, but it may take a little while. 
They have to package them for the trip here, you see."


            "Hmph,"
the dragon opined, and went back to munching on a piece of bacon.


            "So
what are you going to do for break?" David asked Olissa.


            "Study,
hang around... figure out how to get a plant for the Seedling Festival."


            "Plant?"


            "You
don't know about the Seedling Festival?  The signs were posted..."


            "I
tend not to read the bulletin board."


            "Start,
would you?  You miss a lot if you don't.  Anyway, we're supposed to
find a wild seed to bring to the Seedling Festival.  During the festival,
we'll go up to the dorm roof, and we'll plant it.  The idea is that you
take care of the plant while you're here, and it moves with you.  Each
year, you get a new seed, and so by the time you leave, you have two, four... I
guess up to eight plants."


            "What's
the point?" David asked.


            Olissa
shrugged.  "Life."


            David
harrumphed about that, and she laughed at him.  When she settled, she
asked, "So, did Amanda go home?"


            "Off
on vacation, rather than home.  What about Rick?  Did he go home?"


            "Yeah. 
So what will you do with your break?"


            "I'm
supposed to help Miss J, remember?"


            "Oh,
yeah."


            "You
want to help out?"


            Olissa
hesitated, then said, "Not really."


            David
shrugged.  "Okay, no problem.  Just figured it would give you
something to do."


            "Thanks
anyway."


            "Sure."


-----


            "Good
morning, David," Prof. Qwellyn said in greeting.  "Are you ready
to get to work?"


            "Yes,
ma'am.  What will we be doing today?"


            "We're
going to start out by filling up plant pots with soil.  Then we'll move
them to the individual dorms."


            "Okay." 
She pointed him to the necessary materials, gave him some brief instructions on
how full to make them, and he set to work.


            While
he was working, he asked, "Not that I mind... I mean, I had nothing else
to do... but, why are we doing this by hand?  Surely it would be faster to
just have one of the professors conjure all this stuff into position?"


            "Magic
is not allowed.  The Seedling Festival has rules.  The only time
magic can be used on the plants, or anything that will touch the plants, is
during the festival's sprouting ritual.  Other than that, the plants must
be cared for... 'manually'."


            "I
see.  So... while it's growing, the fairies won't tend it?"


            "No. 
You have to care for it yourself.  That's the purpose: to show you true
creation, and to show you the responsibility involved."


            David
nodded.


            After
nearly an hour, they had a collection of several hundred pots, full of
dirt.  "Okay," Prof. Qwellyn said after counting them, "we
have enough for the Griffin Dorm.  Let's go ahead and move them over
now."


            David
looked at the massive number of pots with a frown.  "Okay... um... how? 
I can carry two... maybe four, at a time... that's a lot of trips..."


            Prof.
Qwellyn chuckled.  "We'll use a couple of carts, of course.  It
will still be a couple of trips.  We probably won't do any more than this
today.  Then you can help me with some other stuff, if you have
time."


            "I've
got all day, Miss J.  It's break, and I'm all caught up on my work."


            "But
I don't want to work you to death."


            David
laughed outright at that.  She looked at him, confused.  Finally, he
said, "I'm already dead."


            She
smiled at him, and shook her head.


-----


            David
and Prof. Qwellyn loaded up two large carts, which held almost half the load of
plant pots between them.  The carts were amazingly heavy, but they rolled
well on their large wheels.  They pushed them over to the nearest rock
lift, and up the ramp onto the platform.


            David
asked, "Isn't this forbidden?  I mean, we're using magical rocks to
transport the plants."


            "In
the case of things like this, exceptions are made.  There is no
non-magical way, really, to get them from here to there.  But you have to
use the very least amount of magic possible.  In this case, the rock isn't
directly related to the plants, so it's an acceptable option."


            "I
see."


            "As
is what I'm about to do," she said.  She tapped her foot on the rock
and then used her toe to draw a circle.  The rock, instead of following
its usual path to the lower level of the dorm, this time floated to the top of
the dorm, staying next to the curved glass panels that made up the roof of the
dorm.


            "Now
what?" David asked.


            "Now
we open the door," Prof. Qwellyn said with a grin.  She reached out
and pushed in on a latch, and a section of the roof popped open, swinging
outward.  The rock, as soon as the door was open, nudged its way right up
against the building.


            "Be
careful," she said as David started to push his cart inside.  He
nodded at her, and grunted, but got the cart through the opening.  Once
he'd pushed it to a clear spot, he helped Prof. Qwellyn get hers over the
threshold, and they stopped it next to his.  David noticed that the rock
was staying by the opening.


            "Isn't
it going to start moving again?"


            "Not
so long as that door is open.  The only way to open that door is to get
there by floating rock.  For safety, the rock stays so long as the door is
open.  That way, its bubble can keep anyone from falling and getting
hurt."


            "Oh,"
David said, nodding.


            "Now,
let's get these pots tagged and set out."


-----


            "Hello,
David.  Were you looking for me?"


            "Hey,
Penny.  Yeah, I was.  It's been a few weeks since we talked, so I
figured I'd catch you up on what's been going on."


            "Well,
I know most of it, actually, but let's walk and talk."


            "Who've
you been talking to?" David asked accusingly.


            "No
one.  I'm a ghost, David.  I often spend days watching you.  I
have nothing else to do."


            "Oh. 
Geez, that's got to get dull fast."


            "Not
as dull as you might think," Penny said.  "Especially
when..." here, she trailed off.


            "Especially
when what?"


            "When
I accidentally catch you with a girl."


            David
chuckled, then asked seriously, "Does that... frustrate you?"


            "How
do you mean?" she asked.


            "Well,
when I first became a demighost, I ended up... well, becoming a peeping
tom.  I watched a lot of people having sex.  It made me... well,
horny as all hell."


            "I
will admit that it does get to me a little, yes.  Ghosts may not have the
physical body that you do, but we still have psychological urges."


            "Then...
I'm sorry that you saw what you saw."


            "Don't
worry about it, David.  So, how are you and Amanda getting on?"


            "Things
are a bit rocky, but we're still seeing each other."


            "What
is the problem, if I may intrude?"


            "She's
having to deal with all the hazing now, too.  I don't think she was
prepared for what that really meant."


            "Oh." 
Penny frowned mightily.  "I'm sorry, David," Penny said. 
"I had really hoped this problem would blow over."


            "And
mostly, it has.  But there is, as I said there would be, a small group of
people for whom this is not a diversion, but a mission.  Those people, I'm
eventually going to have to deal with directly."


            "Marcus."


            "Yes,
Marcus.  And his friends."


            "I
would think that dealing with Marcus would probably eliminate most of the
problems caused by his friends."


            "Probably. 
But I haven't yet come up with a way to deal with him that won't get me, and
potentially Dean Lengel, into trouble."


            "Yes,
that would be a problem, I imagine.  All of the things that he is doing to
you, could you not do them back to him in return?"


            "I
don't have the friends to make that work.  I don't even have a class with
Marcus anymore, but he has friends in several of my classes.  So, it's
much easier for him to get to me, than it is for me to get to him."


            Penny
nodded.  "That is... frustrating."


            David
paused for a long moment, and then said, "Penny... Please don't
take this the wrong way, but...  Why do you care so much about it?"


            Penny
turned to face him.  "Because I like you, and because I remember
being teased while I was here.  Nothing like you're facing, just some
name-calling and basic teasing, but... I know how that made me feel. 
Plus, I know that your life is difficult enough without their help, and as your
friend... at least, I hope I'm your friend... I don't like seeing people make
your life harder."


            David
phased into ghost form, and gave Penny a hug.  "Of course you're my
friend," he said.  He leaned in and gave her a soft kiss on the
cheek.  She blushed, and remained quiet.  David said, "And
thanks for caring."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "So
what are we going to do today, Professor?"


            "One
more day of moving plant pots.  Today we will handle the last two
dorms."


            "Okay,
let's get to work."


            The
two put together the necessary 250 pots quickly, and put them on a cart. 
They took the cart over to the Phoenix Dorm first.  This was the housing
for fifth and sixth year students.


            "We're
not going to the roof?" David asked.


            "No. 
There are flower boxes along the outer wall of the dorm here.  The
students use those.  I admit, it makes our job harder."


            "Oh,
well.  At least it's a nice day."  The temperature had risen
into the lower sixties.  It was unseasonably warm, and they were both
enjoying it.


            The
two worked along the bottom floor of the dorm, placing the pots into the planter
boxes as they went.  David noticed that these upperclassmen lived a lot
better than he did.  He figured that was because there were so few of
them.


            "Now,
we must carry the cart up the stairs, to do the second floor."


            "Miss
J, there's no way the two of us can lift this cart.  It'd take ten people
to lift it!"


            She
pursed her lips.  "I didn't think this part through.  Being new,
I've never had to do this before.  I'm not sure how my predecessors
handled it."


            "I
think we're going to need some help."


            "The
only help I can muster would be fairy help, and those are supposed to be kept
to a minimum for the Seedling Festival."


            "Well,
here's my suggestion, Professor.  We get someone... the fairies, or
whoever... to take fifty pots to each floor above us.  We then take the
cart over to the last dorm, and deliver their fifty pots.  Then we can
come back, with an empty cart, and finish this dorm.  We can lift the
empty cart up the stairs without too much trouble."


            Prof.
Qwellyn stared at David.  "That was very good thinking... and very
quick."


            "Thanks."


            "It's
not a perfect plan.  I shouldn't have to depend on the fairies.  But
it will certainly work for this year.  Let's unload each floor into a
grouping, then we can call in the helpers."


            After
they'd gotten the fairies set to moving the pots to each floor, David and Prof.
Qwellyn moved over to the Firebird Dorm.  This dorm was different from all
the others.  Its architecture looked older and more elaborate.  Only
fifty people lived in this dorm, yet it was still very large.


            "Nice
dorm rooms," David commented.


            "They're
actually apartments," Prof. Qwellyn replied.  "And yes, they are
very nice places to live."


            David
and the professor set about their tasks, and they got the pots delivered in no
time.  Returning to the Phoenix Dorm, that task, as well, was handled in
short order.  They wheeled the cart back to the greenhouse, and then they
rested.  Prof. Qwellyn conjured up some fruit juice for them to drink.


            "I
want to thank you for your help, David.  I don't know how I'd have gotten
this done without you."


            "My
pleasure, Miss J."


            "If
you're up to it, there are some other things I have to do related to the
festival."


            "Whatever
you need."


            "Thank
you."


            After
some hesitation, David said, "Can I ask you something?"


            "Of
course.  Go ahead."


            "Can
you pronounce your first name for me?"


            She
did.  It was a beautiful and melodic sound, and he heard the J-like sound
at the front, but there was no way he could conceive of producing that noise
with his own mouth.


            "Thank
you," he said.  "It's a very pretty name, by the way."


            "Why,
thank you, David.  Most people think it's old-fashioned.  Most of the
modern fairies choose more human-sounding names."


            "Well,
I like it."  After he finished off his juice, he asked, "So, what's
next?"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "So,
how has your week with Miss J gone?" Olissa asked.  It was Friday,
and David had not seen a whole lot of Olissa, except at breakfast and dinner.


            "Pretty
good.  Just helped her move stuff around, mostly.  Realized I have a
problem, though."


            "Oh? 
What?"


            "I
don't have a seed for the festival."


            Olissa
frowned.  "Now that you mention it, neither do I.  I haven't had
any chance to get one.  I guess I won't be able to participate this
year."


            "Hmm,"
David said.  Then he got a thought.  He pulled out his mirror and
dialed.  "Misty Inverness, please."


            In
only a few seconds, Misty popped into being above him.  She settled down
onto the bench, and did her twirl, and then she was human-sized.


            "Good
morning, David!  What can I do for you today?"


            "I'm
not sure, actually.  We need seeds for the Seedling Festival, but we've
got no idea where to get them from.  Any ideas?"


            "Sure. 
There are plenty of fields around Gorumshead where I'm sure you could find
something nice."


            "Could
you take us after breakfast?"


            "Certainly."


            David
looked at Olissa.  "You free this morning?"


            She
smiled softly at him.  "I am, but are you?  Doesn't Miss J have
something for you to do?"


            "No,
we finished up yesterday.  At least with the stuff she wanted me to help with."


            "Oh. 
Okay."


-----


            "How
in the world are we supposed to find seeds?" Olissa asked. 
"Most of them have already gotten buried."


            "We'll
just have to hope for some lying on the ground, I guess."


            "It
won't be as hard as you fear," Misty assured them both.  "Many
of the plants around here drop a great many seeds, and only a few ever get
buried."


            "What
kind of plant are we supposed to pick, anyway?" David asked Olissa.


            "Well,
it's supposed to be an exotic plant.  Something that people don't
see often.  I don't guess we have that option, so I would think we'd just
want something that looks nice."


            "If
you want a plant that is uncommon, I can show you one or two," Misty said.


            "Really? 
You know where some rare plants are?"


            "I
come out here a lot to enjoy the area."


            Misty
led them first into a small wooded area.  She walked along a path until
she came across the plant she was looking for.  "This is a shimmering
violet.  It doesn't give off light, but when the sunlight hits it, it
sparkles."


            "That's
got to be pretty," Olissa said.


            "You
take this one," David told her.  She smiled at him, and then said to
Misty, "How do I find a seed for this?  Surely, as a flower, its
seeds are tiny..."


            Misty
waved her hand, and the ground began to sparkle.  "I'm not allowed to
affect the seeds, but I can affect the ground.  You should be able to see
them now."


            Olissa
carefully gathered a half-dozen of the seeds, and put them in an envelope she'd
thought to bring with her.


            "You
only need one," Misty told her.


            "Yes,
but I might drop it, and I'd never find it again."


            Misty
smiled at her, and then said, "Come on, I'll show you the next one."


            The
next place they went was into the middle of a meadow.  There was an
evergreen plant growing right in the middle of the field, and there was a small
ring of similar but smaller plants around it.


            "Eternium,"
Olissa said.  "I've heard about this, but I'd never seen one."


            "What
is it?  It just looks like an evergreen bush to me."


            "It's
an immortal plant, David," Misty told him.  "Unless someone
intentionally kills it, it will live forever.  Drought can't kill
it.  Flood can't kill it.  There are only a handful of them in all of
Dugerra.  They don't produce seeds every year, but this one is producing
this year."


            "This
is definitely your plant, David," Olissa said with a grin.


            He
smiled at her, but then discovered a problem.  "But how do I get to
the seed?  These other plants seem to be blocking the way."


            "Actually,
those are part of the same plant.  Eternium has runners that form guardians,
to keep animals away from its seeds.  You can just step over them."


            "Wait...
if those are there to protect the seeds... is there anything else it can
do?"


            "Try
not to touch the needles directly around the seed.  They're rather
sharp."


            "Joy."


            David
maneuvered past the ring of guarding limbs, and then reached very carefully in
to take a seed pod.  He was jabbed by a dozen of the sharp needles, but he
didn't stop.  When his hand touched the seed pod, it immediately dropped
free, into his hand.  He held onto it carefully, and then he withdrew,
taking care not to step on the plant.


            "Hmm,"
Misty said.


            "What?"
David asked her.


            "It
must know what you are going to do with the pod.  They usually take quite
a bit of work to get off.  To have one just drop off like that is very
strange.  But eternium plants... well, let's just say they have a bit of
fairy blood in them.  It might be able to tell what you intend to do with
its baby."


            "All
I'm going to do is plant the thing," David objected.


            "Exactly. 
That will allow a new eternium plant to grow.  And since you'll be looking
after it directly, the plant has a good chance of maturing."  Misty
shrugged.  "Even fairies don't fully comprehend the eternium plants."


            "Is
this whole thing the seed?  Or am I supposed to break it open?"


            "The
seed is inside, but you can just plant it the way it is.  The pod will
serve as food for the seed, like built-in fertilizer."


            "Okay."


            "Do
be warned, though.  Eternium grows very slowly.  The plant you just
saw is over two hundred years old."


            Olissa
said, "But it was barely two feet tall."


            "Yes."


            "So...
am I really going to see anything at all out of it while I'm at school?"


            "It
should reach about fairy height in the first year.  After that, growth
slows way down."


            "Not
like you won't see it reach full size," Olissa said to David, teasing
him.  He stuck his tongue out at her.


            "Was
there anything else you wanted to see?" Misty asked them.


            "Not
unless you have some more neat plants to show us," David said.


            "There
are a few others.  They're not rare, but I think you might like
them..."


            "You
want to look?" David asked Olissa.


            "Sure. 
We don't have anything else to do."


            "Lead
on," David said to Misty.  She smiled, and led them deeper into the
forest.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~     


            All
of the students came back on Sunday.  David went over to Amanda's room
when he was sure that she would be back.  She gave him a warm kiss, and
then the two walked down the hallway.


            "So,
how was your vacation?" he asked.


            "It
was great!  We went to Vycenee.  That's in Sopasante... what would be
South America."  David nodded.  "It's very pretty down
there.  We just toured around looking at things."


            "Did
you get your seed for the Seedling Festival?"


            "Oh,
yeah!  It's a felt-tipped stinger seed.  Very pretty, but you don't
want to touch it."


            David
nodded.


            "How
about you?  Were you able to get anything?"


            "Yeah,
Misty took us out to the fields and showed us where some unusual plants
were."


            "Us?"


            "Me
and Olissa.  She couldn't go anywhere, either."


            "Oh,"
Amanda said in understanding.


            Just
then, one of Marcus' friends chucked a water balloon at the two of them. 
It splattered on David, and some of it splashed onto Amanda.


            "Shit!"
she snarled.


            David
shook his head in resignation, and took out his wand.  He pointed it at
himself, and with a flick of the wrist, he said, "Castite
thate."  He did the same thing to Amanda.  With both of them now
dry, they continued their walk.


            "I
must admit," Amanda said after a few moments, "that I enjoyed not
having to look over my shoulder every few minutes to see if someone was about
to hex me while on vacation."


            "I'm
sorry, Amanda.  You know there's nothing I can do about it."


            Amanda
sighed.  "Yeah, I know.  But it's really starting to piss me
off."


            David
did not want to fight about this now, on her first night back.  He decided
to walk her back to her room.


            "See
you at breakfast?" he asked her.


            "Yeah."


            He
gave her a soft kiss, and then he left her.  He noticed that she did not
watch him walk away, as she had done most times before.


            Fucking
assholes... if I could just think of a revenge that wouldn't get me in trouble.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Good
morning, Jailla," David said after he saw that the bird was awake. 
David himself had been up for two hours already.


            "Good
morning, David.  Happy Seedling Festival to you."


            "Happy
Seedling Festival to you, too."


            "Are
you looking forward to it?"


            David
shrugged.  "I don't really know what to expect, so... I guess, but...
not really."


            Jailla
chuckled.  As David started to put on his coat, clearly intending to start
his day, Jailla said, "David, if you don't mind, I'd just as soon remain
in here today."


            "You
don't like the Seedling Festival?"


            Jailla
twitched.  "There will be many baby birds on display today.  I
just cannot handle having annoying chicks screeching in my ear."


            David
looked at him, and grinned.  "I know exactly what you mean. 
Okay, you can stay here today.  I'll bring you back something to
eat."


            "Thank
you."


-----


            "Good
morning," David said to everyone at breakfast.  "Hey,
Rick.  Finally decided to join us for breakfast, eh?"


            Rick
blushed.  "I don't normally get up early enough for breakfast. 
I'm usually just barely on time for my first class."


            "Morning,
Amanda," David said, giving her a soft kiss on the cheek.


            "Hey,
David.  Sleep well?"


            "Slept
briefly, as usual," he said with a chuckle.


            "Are
you ready for the festival?" Gwen asked David.


            "As
ready as I can be.  I have my seed... don't know what else I'm supposed to
do.  Um... why is there a baby bunny hopping along our table?"


            Gwen
laughed.  "Part of the festival.  The Seedling Festival is about
new life."


            "Is
this a real bunny?"


            "Yep."


            David
reached out and petted the creature, which twitched its ears at him, but little
else.


            The
pixie arrived to take David's order.  He wondered why it had taken her so
long, but he told her what he wanted, and she popped back out of
existence.  His food, plus one item, popped into being a short time later.


            "What's
this?" David said, picking up a brightly colored sparkling egg.  It
felt too light to be a real egg.


            "The
professors do that.  It's a magic egg.  When you crack it open,
there'll be something inside.  I got a fireworks display out of
mine."


            "Wish
I could have seen that," David said.  He rapped his egg firmly
against the edge of the cup it had been sitting in.  It cracked, and he
pulled it open.


            Out
of the egg came a swarm of small bluebirds.  They sparkled and shimmered,
dancing around everyone at the table.


            "Cool!"
David said.


            Eventually,
the birds faded.  David put down the remnants of the egg, and turned to
his breakfast.  "So, what else will we see for the festival?"


            "Lots
of baby animals.  And I think this year they even have a centaur
foal.  It's supposedly down by Savage Hall."


            "We'll
have to go see that," David said to Amanda.  She nodded.


            "And,
of course, the Seedling Ceremony at sunset," Gwen said.


            Devyn
finally joined the group.  "Good morning, everyone," she
said.  They all greeted her in return.  Turning to Gwen, she said,
"Happy Seedling Festival," and handed her something.  On closer
inspection, it looked to be a golden seed.


            "Oooh,"
Gwen said.  She placed the seed on the table, and then, using her finger
to gather a drop of water from her glass, she let it fall onto the seed. 
Immediately, the seed blossomed into a beautiful reddish flower.  Gwen
picked it up and stuck it in her hair.  It seemed that the flower actually
intertwined itself in her locks, so that it wouldn't shift loose.


            "Thanks,
love," Gwen said to Devyn, and gave her a strong kiss.


            "I
thought you might like it," Devyn said with a smile.


            David
looked at Rick.  Neither of them had gotten their partners anything as a
gift for the festival.  David very slightly shrugged.  Rick nodded
just as slightly in reply.


-----


            "Is
there a problem with you and Amanda?" Olissa asked.  David and she
were on their way to Herbology class together.  "She seemed a bit
distant."


            "She's
getting tired of the abuse from the others."


            Olissa
frowned.  "Damn that Marcus."


            "You
want to stop by and see the centaur foal?  We have a little time."


            "Sure."


            There
was a bit of a crowd gathered, and that's where David and Olissa headed. 
Sure enough, there was a mother centaur with her foal.  The little thing
looked scared from all the people.


            "We
really shouldn't crowd her like this," David said.  Olissa
nodded.  David looked around for a teacher, or at least an older student,
or something.  He realized that all the people present were
first-years.  That was really weird to David, but he shrugged.  If
there was no one more senior to do it...


            "Guys,"
he said, raising his voice a little, "I think we need to give the lady a
bit of breathing room.  Could we all back up a little, please?"


            "Who
the hell put you in charge, Stroud?" one student said as most of the
others actually did step back a bit.  It was, of course, one of Marcus'
friends.


            "No
one.  I'm merely trying to point out that you're scaring the child by
pressing so closely."


            "What
the fuck does it matter?" the student sneered.  "It's not like
she's human."


            David
decked him as hard as he could.


-----


            "Well,
so this time you did start the fight," Dean Lengel said.


            "I
swung first, yes."


            "First
and last.  I hear his friends had to help him up off the ground."


            "I
guess he has a glass jaw."


            "Would
you care to explain your actions?" she asked.  Just then, there was a
knock at the door.  Dean Lengel raised an eyebrow.  "Come
in," she called out.


            The
door opened, and in walked the mother centaur, with her baby in tow, along with
two other centaurs, Olissa, and two other students.


            "What
in the world is this?" Dean Lengel asked.


            One
of the centaurs, an older male, said, "Witnesses for the defense, Madame
Dean."


            Dean
Lengel looked at David.  He shrugged and said, "I didn't ask anyone
to come."


            Olissa
said, "I did.  I'm tired of David getting blamed for things
that are other people's fault."


            "Miss
Volaire," Dean Lengel acknowledged.  "I appreciate your loyalty
to your friend, but he has already admitted to hitting the boy first."


            "Did
he tell you why he hit the scum-sucking maggot?" Olissa asked.


            Dean
Lengel withheld a chuckle.  "No, we hadn't gotten quite that far
yet."


            The
mother centaur said, "He was defending the honor of the Centaur
Nation."


            "Excuse
me?" Dean Lengel asked.  "Perhaps someone had better explain
from the beginning."


            The
centaur mother was the one who took up this task.  "I was here as
part of the festival, as you had asked, Dean.  There were several students
interested in seeing little Lysilla, and a crowd had formed.  They were
all eager to get a good look, and were pressing in.  Even I felt a little
claustrophobic, and Lysilla was starting to get scared.  I had not yet
said anything to the crowd, as I did not wish to be rude.


            "Around
this time, the young man showed up, with his female friend."  She
gestured to David, and then to Olissa.  "The young man spoke up,
asking, very politely, I thought, for everyone to back up and give us a little
space.  I admit to being grateful for that.


            "At
that point, the other boy, the one who got hit, challenged the first..."


            Dean
Lengel interrupted, "It will make your explanation easier if you use some
names.  This boy is called David.  The boy who was hit is called
Aaron."


            The
centaur nodded.  "Aaron challenged David's right to order people
about.  David tried to explain that he wasn't giving orders, but trying to
point out our, that is, my and Lysilla's, discomfort.


            "At
that point, Aaron said..." here, the lady centaur faltered, visibly upset.


            David
picked up for her, as he saw that the concept offended her rather
greatly.  "He said, and I quote, 'What the eff does it matter? 
It's not like she's human.'  It was at this point that I decked the...
erm... 'student'."


            "That's
not what you want to call him," Dean Lengel teased.


            "No,
ma'am, but what I want to call him would not be polite in front of a lady
centaur and her child."


            "So
you hit him for insulting the centaurs."


            "I
hit him for suggesting that they were in some way less than humans.  I
admit that my personal situation makes this concept doubly offensive to me,
but... yeah, I considered that an insult that couldn't go unpunished."


            "Excuse
me... I hate to interrupt," the older centaur said, and then asked,
"but, exactly what do you mean by your personal situation?"


            "I'm
a demighost," David said.  "So... not human, either.  His
comment was also a personal slight, though one I've been putting up with for
months."


            Dean
Lengel asked, "Which is what intrigues me.  You have been
putting up with this very insult for months... yet when it was directed at the
centaurs, you... snapped."


            "I
can handle people putting me down.  It's been happening all my life for
one reason or another.  But I have friends who are centaurs... well, okay,
maybe we're not friends yet, but certainly I know a couple of centaurs... and
they're more human than that slug I hit.  I guess I just... I know how I
feel when I get treated this way.  I wasn't going to let him do it to
someone else.  The centaurs shouldn't have to take that kind of crap from
us.  Pardon my language."


            Dean
Lengel nodded, then stood, thinking quietly.  Finally, she said,
"Does anyone have anything else to add to this discussion?"


            "To
the discussion, no," the lady centaur said.  "To David,
yes.  Thank you, for trying to help... and for standing up for us."


            "That
was my pleasure," David said firmly.


            Dean
Lengel did chuckle at that.  Then she said, "You know I have to
punish you, right?"


            "Yes,
ma'am.  I knew I would get into trouble for this one.  No way to
avoid it."


            The
dean sighed.  "I hate this.  I'll be honest with you,
David.  I don't want to punish you for this.  I really don't. 
But I have to, in order to hold up the school disciplinary rules.  I'd
sentence you to serve detention with Prof. Stott, but... I think everyone would
see through that."


            David
grinned.


            "So
I am going to sentence you to serve for an hour a day, for one week, in the
post office, helping Carol and the centaurs."


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            "Go
see Carol and work out a schedule that doesn't interfere with your class
schedule."  After a brief pause, she said firmly, "or
your apprenticeship."


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            "Okay,
you can go.  Thank you, all of you, for helping to fill in the
details."


            David
left the office first, and everyone else followed him out.  Once they were
standing in front of Beckett Hall, David paused.  The lady centaur came
over to him.


            "I
want to thank you again.  You were very perceptive in seeing our
discomfort.  And I'm sorry you have to get into trouble for coming to our
defense."


            "Don't
worry about that part.  It was worth it.  I like the centaurs."


            "And
we like you!" a voice said, right before arms wrapped around him from the
side.  David was surprised, and gasped.  When the centaur let him go,
he looked at her.


            "Giendia! 
Why are you here?"  He had been too preoccupied to recognize her as
the fourth centaur in the Dean's office.


            "Lysilla's
my cousin.  I figured I'd get to see you again... this was not what I had
in mind, though."


            "Yeah,
well."


            "And
I am your friend, David."  She gave him a soft kiss on the
cheek.


            "David?" 
It was Olissa.


            "Oh,
right.  Giendia, this is my friend Olissa.  Olissa, this is Giendia. 
She's the centaur archer I went to watch in the tournament in December."


            The
two greeted each other, then David turned back to the lady centaur. 
"May I say hello to Lysilla?"


            "Of
course," she said with a soft smile.  David knelt down, and the centaur
nudged her baby forward.  Lysilla walked over to David, who gently stroked
her hair, and her horse-back area.  She grabbed one of his fingers, and
tried to stick it in her mouth.  The others laughed.


            After
David rose from playing with Lysilla, the older centaur came over. 
"I would like to thank you for your actions today.  It reaffirms the
strength of the centaur-human relationship."


            "I'm
sorry that some of our kind just can't get over their prejudices.  I,
personally, find centaurs to be, generally, a very nice people, and certainly
in no way whatsoever inferior to humans."


            "Thank
you," the man said.  He shook David's hand, and then he walked
off.  The lady centaur and Lysilla followed him.  Giendia stayed for
a moment.


            "Being
stuck in the post office isn't so bad, David," Giendia said. 
"The centaurs do all the hauling.  You'll probably just have to help
sort."


            David
smiled.  "I know.  I think the dean was trying to find the
lightest punishment she could."


            "Anyway,
I need to stick with my aunt and uncle.  Thanks for what you did. 
See you later."  She gave him another soft kiss on the cheek, and
then trotted off.


            Olissa
watched her go, then said, "I'm surprised you didn't break Aaron's jaw,
the way he dropped."


            "I
was trying," he admitted.


            "We've
missed most of Herbology.  You want to go straight to E&C?"


            "Let's
go talk to Carol first, since we have some time."


            "Okay." 
As they walked, Olissa asked, "How much of what you did was for the
centaurs, and how much was just pent-up frustration?"


            "I'll
admit, I was angry at him from the second he opened his mouth.  But when
he said that, it was like someone threw a switch in my head.  I no longer
gave a damn about the consequences, I only knew that I couldn't allow him to
say what he said without a... forceful response."  David grinned.


            "David
Stroud, defender of the oppressed," Olissa said with a chuckle.


            "Hey,
I'm not trying to make myself out as a hero... I just did..."  Olissa
stopped him.


            "Sorry,
I was teasing.  What you did today makes me proud to have you as a
friend."


            David
didn't have a response for that, so they made their way to the post office.


-----


            "Geez,
can't you even go to a festival without getting into trouble?" Jim said
with a smirk.


            Gwen
was more serious.  "That's such bullshit.  If I'd been there,
I'd have given him a good swift kick after you knocked him down.  She
should have given you a medal, not a punishment."


            "It's
okay, Gwen.  I knew I was gonna get in trouble for hitting him.  I
didn't care.  And she did give me the mildest punishment she could think
of, after all."


            "It's
still bogus, if you ask me," she fumed.


            "What
is your punishment?" Devyn asked.


            "I
have to spend some time helping out in the post office."


            "For
how long?" Gwen wanted to know.


            "Well,
it was supposed to be every day for a week, but that didn't work with my
schedule, so it's Tuesday, Thursday, and Saturday for two weeks.  It's
only an hour each day."


            "Oh. 
Say, where's Amanda?"


            "I
don't know... oh, wait, that's her over there."


            David
walked over to where Amanda was standing.  "Hey," he said, to
get her attention.


            "Hi,
David."  He knew that tone.


            "What's
the matter?"


            "I
heard you got into a fight today."


            David
smirked.  "I don't think it really qualifies as a fight.  I hit
him, he hit the ground, and that was the end of it."


            She
turned on him.  "Why was it necessary to get violent at all?"


            "Because
he insulted the centaurs."


            Amanda
harrumphed.  "What could he have possibly said that would have
warranted striking him?"


            "'What
the fuck does it matter?  It's not like she's human,'" David said,
quoting Aaron's exact words.


            Amanda
paled.  "He said that?"  What was he talking about?"


            "When
we went to see the baby centaur, everyone was crowding her, and she was
scared.  Since there were no more senior people around, I asked everyone
to back up, to give them a little room.  Aaron, being Aaron, took offense
to my suggestion."


            Amanda
calmed down a little, but not completely.  "There had to be another
way to handle it."


            "I'm
sure there was, but probably not a better way.  Sometimes, violence
really is the best solution to a problem."


            "That's
bullshit, David.  There's always a better alternative to solve a problem
than violence."


            "Really? 
Tell that to Hitler's victims."  David walked away before Amanda
could respond.  He didn't want to be angry now, and being berated for his
actions, of which he was rather proud, was not something he was going to put up
with.


            "What's
up?" Gwen asked.


            "I
think it best if we proceed without her for the moment."


            Gwen
was going to ask further, but Olissa caught her eye and shook her head. 
The group let the matter drop.


            David,
meanwhile, unwrapped his eternium pod, and waited for the Seedling Ceremony to
begin.


            After
a few more minutes, Prof. Qwellyn's image appeared in the center of the
greenhouse that made up the roof of Griffin Dorm.


            "All
right, students.  If you've done this before, you may begin the process
now.  For you novices, I will walk you through the process.  First,
plant your seed.  I will assume you've already done the research to know
how to properly plant it."


            David
dug a hole in his pot, and set the pod into it.  He buried all but the
last inch of the pod, which he left sticking up out of the ground.  This
was how he'd been told, by Misty, to plant the eternium pod.


            "Now,"
Prof. Qwellyn continued, "From the center table, take one of each of the
objects there.  You should have three things.  A cup of rose nectar,
a pegasus feather, and a hair from a unicorn's tail.  These are your gifts
to Felinrogh, the Fairy King.


            "Once
you have your gifts, place them in a triangle around your pot.  Once you
have done this, read over the spell you were given until you are confident you
can read it properly in one go.  Then, you may proceed to cast the spell
as you're ready.  If you have done it right, you will know it
immediately.  If you have not done it correctly, do not recast the
spell.  You will simply have to grow your plant the old-fashioned
way.  Attempting to recast the spell will have bad consequences for you
and your plant.


            "When
you are ready, begin."


            David
gathered the objects, and placed them around the pot.  He then took the
parchment with the spell on it, and read it over several times, to make sure he
knew it well enough not to make a mistake.


            Finally,
David chanted the spell:


 


Felinrogh, King of the
Fae,


I beseech you on this
Seedling Day,


I bring to you a life
unborn


Its essence with your
home adorn.


 


Heavenly nectar from
scarlet rose,


Gathered where the water
flows.


Feather from the horse
that flies,


And a final gift, 'tis a
surprise.


 


These items I offer you
today,


In hopes of your grace;
it's this I pray:


To your minions, give a
shout,


That they may cause this
seed to sprout!


 


 


            As
soon as David had finished his incantation, his eternium pod was surrounded by
golden sparkles.  The pod itself took on a green glow, and then, suddenly,
a green shoot poked up through the top of the pod.  When it was done, it
showed three spiky little leaves, aimed in the directions of the gifts he
offered the Fairy King.  These gifts suddenly vanished with no fanfare
whatsoever.


            "Well,
damn," David said in awe.  "I love magic."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "I
really am sorry about what I said to you on Monday at the festival.  I was
having a bad day, and I shouldn't have lashed out at you."


            "It's
okay.  Bad days happen."


            "I
really don't believe in violence, though.  There's... almost always
a better way to deal with it."


            "Almost
always, yes.  But be honest... don't you want to punch Marcus and company
in the face for the crap they've done to you?"


            Amanda
wavered, and as they entered Byron Hall, she chose to refocus the conversation,
rather than answer him.  "Looks like we're late.  The gang's
already here."


            David
smirked, knowing that she had dodged the question, but willing to let it go for
now.  The two sat down after saying hello to the others, and then gave
their order to the pixie that popped in.


            "You're
remembering to take care of your plants, right, guys?" Gwen asked the two
newcomers.


            "Yes,
Mom," David said sarcastically.


            "I'm
just checking..." Gwen sniffed.  Just then, David's and Amanda's food
popped in.


            Amanda
dug right in; she was clearly hungry.  She made a face.


            "What's
the matter?" he asked.  He had ordered the same thing as her, mainly
to prove there were no hard feelings over the fight.


            "It
needs spicing.  You want to pass me the spice jar?"


            "You
sure?" Jim asked.  "I never touch this stuff.  It's too
strong."


            "I
love it," Amanda said.  "And this really needs it."


            David
hesitantly tasted his own.  He frowned.  "Maybe I'll try a
little of that, too.  This really is bad.  That's surprising; the
pixies are usually so good at this... or whoever it is who actually does the
cooking, anyway..."


            David
put a small amount of the spice mix on his food.  The improvement was
almost miraculous.  Amanda was going at hers with gusto.  David ate
his more sedately.


            The
group chatted through dinner, and then, when everyone had finished, the group
started to break up.  Jim left first, then Devyn.  After that, they all
got up together.


            "I'm
going to need your help with our Herbology test," Olissa was telling
David.  They had just left Byron Hall.


            "Okay..."
he said, then staggered.  He felt suddenly very nauseous.


            "David?"
Gwen asked immediately.


            Olissa
said, "It's Amanda, too!"  Amanda, in fact, reached for a nearby
tree, missed, and fell to the ground, where she vomited violently.


            David
dropped to his knees, too dizzy to continue walking.  He tried to heave up
his dinner, but couldn't.


            "Shit,"
Olissa muttered.  She said to Gwen, "You go back and keep an eye on
our table.  I'll call the infirmary.  I've seen this before. 
They've been poisoned."


            "Goddammit,"
Gwen snarled, and stormed off back into the cafeteria.  Olissa called
Healer Hall, and then waited impatiently until she arrived.


            "Oh,
dear God!" she said, seeing Amanda.  David was still conscious, but
Amanda had passed out, drool slipping from between her lips.  "What
happened this time?" she asked Olissa.


            "I
don't know.  They both ate the same meal, so I supposed it could be
food poisoning, but I doubt it."


            "So
do I.  Jonas, take them to the infirmary.  I need to inspect the food
they ate."


            "I
had Gwen go back and watch over our table, so no one could tamper with it any
further."


            "Good
thinking.  Let's go."


-----


            As
David awoke from his slumber, he heard someone ask, "So, you arrived to
the table first?"


            "She
and I arrived together," Gwen said.


            "And
you two are lovers?" the voice asked dispassionately.


            "Yes,
look, what has this got to do with who poisoned David?"


            "Has
either of you had a fight with David recently, or Amanda?"


            Gwen
looked nearly apoplectic.


            "It
wasn't either of them," David said from his bed.  Healer Hall helped
him sit up, and offered him a glass of water.  He drank it, and then thanked
her.  "It wasn't any of my friends," he told the questioner, who
was, now that David could see him, obviously a Rimohr.  "Where is Mr.
Garibaldi?"


            "Officer
Garibaldi cannot be part of this case, as he knows you, and so would not be
objective."


            "He
knows me.  That doesn't mean he likes me."  Olissa and Gwen
chuckled.


            "How
can you be so sure none of these people is responsible?  They had the
greatest opportunity."


            "And
have had much better opportunities to do it in a more private, and thus more
permanent, manner.  If I recall what happened clearly... and I may not, I
admit that... Gwen went back to watch over our table.  Did you find the
poison?"


            "Yes. 
It was in the spice jar."


            "Okay,
so that rules out Gwen.  If she had been the culprit, you would not have
found the poison.  Likewise, if it had been Devyn, Gwen would have
protected her lover."


            "And
if it was Olissa?"


            "I
won't even dignify that with a response.  It was not
Olissa."


            Olissa
smiled at David in thanks.


            "If
Jim wanted me harmed, he could do it while I’m asleep.  All of this,
of course, assumes I'm the target, which, if true, would rule out all of
my friends, because they would know that this would have little effect on
me.  Um... right?" he asked Healer Hall.


            "You're
fine.  You'll just have an upset stomach for a few hours."


            "So
it could not have been anyone who understands the nature of a demighost, if I
was the target.  If Amanda was the target, then none of my friends has a
motive.  It should be easy enough to figure out who tampered with the
jar.  You guys do have fingerprinting techniques, right?"


            "Yes. 
It is being looked at."


            "I
suggest you look elsewhere than the people in this room."  To Healer
Hall, he asked, "How is Amanda?"


            "Amanda
is very ill, I'm afraid.  It was a very strong poison.  Her parents
are on their way.  I don't know when she'll be able to leave here."


            "Is
she going to survive?" David asked fearfully.


            "Yes. 
She didn't take in quite enough to kill her.  But she is going to be quite
ill for some time to come."


            "Who
would you suggest we look at?" the Rimohr asked.


            In
unison, Gwen, Devyn, Olissa, and Jim all said, "Marcus Savolar."


            The
Rimohr raised an eyebrow, and then looked to David.  "You don't agree
with them?"


            "I
don't have any proof.  He is, however, the most likely culprit... Or, I
should say, it was probably either him, or one of his friends.  He rarely
actually does the deed himself."


            "You
have been victimized by this person before, then?"


            "Frequently. 
Just not quite this bad before."


            "I
see.  Well, we will still have to rule out all of your friends, but I will
look into Mr. Savolar.  We will have the results from the inspector soon,
and that will help us along.  You try to rest."


            After
he left the room, Jim said, "Yeah, easy for him to say.  No one's
trying to kill his girlfriend."


            "Okay,
all of you, I'll give you ten minutes, then you need to leave.  No more
than one at a time after that.  He'll be fine, but he does need to rest in
order to recuperate.  I'll be back to check on you shortly," Healer
Hall told him.


            "Well,
I'll leave you to the ladies, dude.  I'm glad you're okay.  I'll see
you back at the room," Jim said, and then walked out.


            "You
are really all right?" Devyn asked.


            "Yeah. 
Belly-ache, but I can deal with that."


            "I
am glad.  I hope that Amanda will get well soon.  I hate to go, but I
really must finish a paper that is due tomorrow."


            "That's
okay, Devyn.  See you tomorrow."


            That
left Olissa and Gwen.


            Gwen
asked, "How come you have a reason I couldn't have done it, and you
just dismiss her as a suspect out of hand?"  He could tell
that she was mostly teasing, but there was also an undertone of jealousy.


            David
shook his head at her.  "If you have to ask, then you don't know
Olissa nearly well enough."  He yawned, and the other two took their
cue.  Gwen made her good-byes, and then left.


            "Thanks
for the vote of confidence," Olissa told him, and then leaned down and
gave him a hug.


            He
smiled at her.  "You couldn't hurt a fly without being
provoked," he told her.  "And even then I think you'd feel bad
about it."


            She
smiled shyly, and blushed.  David yawned again.


            "I
think I'd better let you rest," Olissa said.  "I'll be back in a
few hours, to check if you can go back to your room then."


            "Okay. 
Thanks."


            "See
you in a little while."


            David
was asleep before she made it out of the building.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Oh,
hello," the woman said.  David had stopped by to see Amanda, and was
greeted with two people, who he assumed were her parents.


            "Hi,
Mr. and Mrs. Master.  I'm David."  He shook their hands, and
could feel the evaluation being done on the spot.  "I just came by to
see how Amanda was doing."


            "Hey,
David," Amanda said.  Her voice was weak, but cheerful.  He went
over to her side and gave her a hug.  "How you feeling?" he
asked.


            "Rotten,"
she said.


            With
a grin and a raised eyebrow, he asked, "Are you sure punching
Marcus in the mouth wouldn't solve anything?"


            Amanda
grinned at him.  "Okay, you win."


            "What's
this about a Marcus?" Mr. Master wanted to know.


            David
looked up at him.  "The person who is most likely responsible for the
poisoning.  He probably didn't do it himself, but he would still be the
one actually responsible for it.  The Rimohrs are looking into it
now."


            "You
don't seem to have suffered any ill effects from it," Mrs. Master said,
rather annoyed, or so it seemed.


            David
shook his head.  "The part that my tormenters have never figured
out.  I was sick for a few hours.  I have a feeling that Amanda was
more their target than me... though if so, this is a big step for them to have
taken.  All their previous pranks have been... well, just that:
pranks.  This isn't a prank, this is attempted murder."


            Everyone
saw the set of David's jaw.


            Amanda,
who knew the story of what had happened to David, said, "Sound
familiar?"


            "Yes,
a little too familiar."


            "I'm
lost," Mr. Masters said.  David briefly explained how he had been
changed into a demighost.  "Ah.  Perhaps that was their
message?  If she was going to date you, she should be like you...?"


            "Could
be... though that would only further indicate their stupidity."


            "How
so?" Mrs. Master asked.


            "She
wouldn't become a demighost.  She'd just be a normal ghost.  Sure, we
could still date, but she would still not be 'like me'."


            They
all nodded.  David turned back to Amanda.  "Did Healer Hall say
how much longer you'd be in here?"


            She
shook her head.  "I'm still pretty sick.  You've caught me at a
good time, when I'm not throwing up all over the place."


            "I'm
sorry about this," David told her.  She waved him off.


            "Not
your fault.  Mostly it was Marcus' fault.  The rest of the blame goes
to me, for dating you."


            "Will
that be an ongoing situation?" Mrs. Master wanted to know.  She
directed the question at David.


            David
looked back at her blankly.  "That's Amanda's decision to make, not
mine."  He looked back down at her, and then, despite her parents
being there, he leaned down and gave her a kiss.


            "I've
got to get to class.  I'll stop by later, if you want."


            "I'd
like that."


            "Okay. 
It'll be in the evening.  I still have post office duty to do this
afternoon."


            "Take
it easy.  And keep your guard up."


            "Don't
I always?" he asked with a smirk.  "Mr. Master, Mrs. Master, it
was good to meet you both."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "All
right, everyone.  If you would, pull out your gazing ball and set it up
before you.  We are going to continue our work with crystallomancy.


            "Yesterday,
we went over the very basic process.  Some of you had better luck than
others.  You must relax your mind to make this work.  Unlike some
other divination methods, where your state of mind isn't quite so crucial, if
you are not relaxed and open to the experience, crystallomancy just won't work.


            "Now,
I want you to close your eyes, take some deep breaths, center your thinking,
and concentrate.  I know it seems almost oxymoronic to say relax
and concentrate at the same time, but if you are ever successful, you'll
understand what I mean.  Now, go ahead and get started, and I will wander
the room to offer help when it is needed."


            David
had listened to Prof. Zoroaster's instructions, but he already knew how to enter
the state that the professor was referring to.  He blessed his lessons
with Prof. Phillips on wand control.


            David
closed his eyes and took three deep breaths, letting his mind settle further
with each one.  As he exhaled his third breath, he opened his eyes, to
gaze into the crystal ball before him.


            As
he watched, with no expectation in his mind, the interior of the crystal ball
grew cloudy.  The clouds began to swirl and emit a pale green light. 
David focused his attention on the center of the clouds, without trying to
force anything to appear.  He merely waited, to see what would occur.


            The
clouds continued to swirl until they eventually began to form an image. 
The image was tinged green at first, but it slowly came into full color.


            What
he saw was a room he recognized all too well.  The room was the
infirmary.  He saw Healer Hall standing over someone, but she was blocking
his view of who it was.  Across the bed from her was David himself. 
No one else seemed to be in the room.


            Is
this about Amanda? he asked himself, trying to keep his emotions in
check.  He continued to watch the images.


            Finally,
Healer Hall moved aside.  What he saw there startled him so badly that he
lost the image.  He sat back forcibly, drawing attention to himself.


            Prof.
Zoroaster came over to him.  "David?  Is there a problem? 
Did you see something?"


            "Oh,
I saw something, all right."


            "You
look as if you have seen a mortessor," Prof. Zoroaster said. 
"What did you see?"


            David
had no idea what a mortessor was, but it was hardly important at the
moment.  "I saw one of my friends in the infirmary.  She'd been
hurt badly."


            Prof.
Zoroaster paled.  "See me after class."


            David
nodded.  He wondered whether to return to gazing, to see if he could get
more.  He decided to give it a try.


-----


            "Professor,
David... okay, you're appearing in my office much too often, young man,"
Dean Lengel told David with a smile.  She teased him because she could
tell he was rather upset, and hoped to lighten the mood.


            "Madame
Lengel," Professor Zoroaster started, "we perhaps have a problem
concerning one of the students.  We were practicing crystallomancy today,
and young David had a vision.  Go ahead and tell us exactly what you saw,
David."


            "When
the vision started, I saw the infirmary.  Someone was lying in a bed, and
I was standing next to the bed.  Healer Hall was standing on the other
side of the bed, and blocking my view of who was in the bed.


            "As
I watched, Healer Hall moved out of the way, and I was able to see that it was
my friend, Olissa, in the bed.  She was badly injured, and unconscious. 
Her head was bandaged, and her arm was in a cast."


            "And
you're sure this was Olissa?" Dean Lengel asked.  "I know that
your current girlfriend is in the hospital right now..."


            "Ma'am,
Amanda is a skinny white girl.  Olissa is a heavy black girl.  They
look nothing alike."


            Dean
Lengel nodded.  "This is most disturbing.  Professor, how accurate
have David's divinations been?"


            "This
is actually only his second successful divination method.  He gave a few
readings with cartomancy, and while one of those did turn out to be true, the
other two appear to be too long-term to have happened yet.  He showed no
affinity for pyromancy or hydromancy.  We have not gone over astrology,
oneiromancy, or runic interpretation yet."


            "Still...
he has shown the ability to divine the future, at least once."


            "Yes,
ma'am," Professor Zoroaster confirmed.


            "This
worries me, David," she admitted.  "With one friend already
injured, I'm concerned that this means they will start a concerted attack on all
your friends."


            "Is
it possible I just saw it wrong?  That it's just my imagination?"
David asked hopefully.


            "No,"
Prof. Zoroaster said.  "What you saw may or may not happen - the
future being fluid and malleable, you see - but it is not your
imagination.  If the course of events does not change, this will happen. 
How clear was the image?"


            "Fuzzy."


            Prof.
Zoroaster frowned.  "Without a basis for knowing how far you can see,
I do not know what that would mean.  If it had been a clear image, I would
say the event was imminent.  A fuzzy image implies you are reaching the
limits of your ability to see."


            "But
that could mean a month, or two years," David complained.


            "Yes."


            "Do
I tell Olissa about this?" David asked them both.


            "How
do you think she would take it?" Dean Lengel asked.


            "She'll
be worried.  Hell, I'm worried!" he replied.


            The
dean and the professor looked at each other.


            "Tell
her if you think it's best.  If you expect events to change, so that this
will not come to pass, then there is no need to worry her over it," the
professor said.


            David
nodded, but said nothing.


            "You're
having one hell of a first year at the academy," Dean Lengel said with a
melancholy grin.


            David
smirked and chuckled briefly.  "Yeah, I know.  It almost makes
me long for the management facility.  Almost."


            Dean
Lengel laughed.


            "If
there's nothing else, I still have post office duty to do."


            "I
thought that was last week?" Dean Lengel said.


            "Due
to my schedule, we were forced to break it up over two weeks."


            "Oh,
I see.  Well, off with you, then.  Try not to worry too much."


            "Right. 
Good day, Professor.  Dean."


            "Good
day, David," Professor Zoroaster said.


            As
David walked out of Beckett Hall, just one thought ran through his mind.


            Shit.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            



















	

	
		



    
    
    

Chapter 11: April


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
caught Olissa just as she was coming out of Byron Hall with Rick.  David
had missed breakfast, because he had been considering what to do about his
vision.  He'd sat on the information for almost a week, but the tension
built up with each day he didn't say something about it.  Amanda was still
in the hospital, and wouldn't get out for a couple more days.  David
dreaded the idea that Olissa might be the next one to get hurt because of him.


            "Hey,
David.  Hi, Jailla," Olissa said.


            "Hi,
guys.  Can I talk to you for a minute?"


            Rick
said, "I'll wait over there."  David cocked an eyebrow at
him.  "What?"


            "You're
the boyfriend.  I'm supposed to leave for private conversations,
not the other way around.  Anyway, you need to be here for this,
too.  Let's move out of people's way."


            The
trio stepped over beside some trees, so they could talk privately. 
"Last week, I had a vision in Divination class.  We were doing
crystallomancy.  Prof. Zoroaster and the dean told me not to tell you
unless I thought you needed to know... but I think you need to know."


            "What
was the vision?" she asked.


            "I
saw you in the infirmary.  You were badly injured, and in a
coma."  He left out the fact that, while he saw himself there, he did
not see Rick in the imagery.


            "Good
Lord!" Rick said.  "Do you know what happens to her to put her
there?"


            "No. 
The vision started and ended there in the infirmary.  I've tried to get
more out of it, but it just gives me that one image."


            "And
the Dean didn't want me to know this?" Olissa asked incredulously.


            "She
didn't want to worry you, if I thought that things would change to make this
not happen.  The image is fuzzy, so it's not a right-around-the-corner
event... but I don't know how far into the future I can see...  Shit, did
I just say that?" David said, mainly to himself.


            "What?"
Olissa asked.


            "It
just hit me that I am actually talking about seeing into the future, and not
joking about it.  A year ago this time, I'd... dammit, this is nuts."


            Olissa
smiled at him, but it was weak.


            "So
what do we do about this?" Rick wanted to know, refocusing on the point at
hand.


            "Keep
your guard up.  Both of you.  If what I'm seeing is related to
Marcus, then something will happen soon... like, within weeks.  If it's
not related to Marcus... well, then it may not happen at all.  Things
could change completely, depending on what's supposed to happen.


            "I
hate to worry you like this, Olissa, but this was driving me batty."


            She
shook her head.  "I am worried now, but I would much rather you tell
me than try to carry it on yourself.  If you see anything else..."


            "Believe
me, you'll be the first to know."


            "Thanks. 
Now, we've got to get to Herbology, and we're running late.  Come
on."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            On
the afternoon that Amanda was to be released from the infirmary, Prof. Stott
excused David from his apprenticeship so that he could be there.  Her
parents had already been forced to return to their home, due to their jobs and
other responsibilities.  As soon as they had been assured that she would
be fine, they had left Amanda in Healer Hall's capable hands.


            David
had spent some time every day with Amanda, trying to keep her spirits up, and
letting her know what was going on in the school.  She appreciated his
effort, but she was still a bit hesitant about their continued relationship.


            "I'll
get over it," she told him on their way back to the dorm, "but please
be patient with me.  I'm going to be a bit jittery for a while... and,
sorry, but I don't think I'll be eating dinner with you any time soon."


            "I
understand," David said.  Though she had made him promise not to kiss
her in public anymore, she did allow him to hold her hand as they walked. 
David was happy that she wasn't dismissing him outright, so any contact was
welcome.


            When
they got to her dorm, she turned to face him.  "I know this isn't
your fault, David, and I'm sorry that I am, in a way, blaming you."


            "That's
all right, Amanda.  I understand.  Really.  I mean... they nearly
killed you."


            "Did
they ever catch who did it?"


            "He's
already in prison."


            "Who
was it?"


            "Zephram."


            Amanda
frowned.  "I never did like him.  He was always creepy."


            "I've
never liked any of Marcus' friends."


            Amanda
nodded.  After a brief pause, she leaned in.  David leaned in the
rest of the way, and they kissed.  They kept it short, in order not to
make a scene.  When she leaned back, Amanda smiled softly.


            "You're
still a great kisser," she said with a grin.  David smiled at the
compliment.


            "See
you in Potions tomorrow?" he asked.


            "Yeah. 
Oh, God, I'm so far behind..."


            "You'll
be okay.  I'll help you get caught up in that class, at least."


            "Thanks. 
I'm gonna go get changed now.  See you tomorrow."


            "See
ya."


-----


            "Where's
Amanda?" Olissa asked when David sat down at dinner.


            "She's...
not going to be eating with me for a while," he said.  "Still a
bit skittish."


            "I
guess I can understand that," Olissa allowed.


            Gwen
said, "Is she really blaming you for what happened?"


            "Yes
and no.  She knows that it wasn't my fault, but she also knows that it
happened because of me."


            "That's
ridiculous.  It happened because Marcus and Zephram are assholes."
Gwen fumed.


            "It's
okay, Gwen.  At least she hasn't dumped me.  I'll settle for that,
for now."


            "I
suppose."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Good
morning," David said as he sat down on his stool in Potions class. 
Amanda smiled softly at him.


            "Hey."


            "How
are you doing?  Feeling okay, now that you're up and around again?"


            "A
bit weak, actually.  Healer Hall told me that would happen.  It's
just from the inactivity for so long."


            David
nodded.  "Three weeks is a long time to be on your back."


            "Unless
you're a hooker," Amanda said with a grin.  David laughed.  When
he settled, she asked, "So what all have I missed?"


            "About
seven potions.  If we have time after today's lesson, I'll show you one of
them."


            "Okay."


-----


            David
was able to go over two of the potions that Amanda had missed, in fact.  Prof.
Stott excused David from the day's work, since she knew he was more than capable
of performing the task, and allowed him to work with Amanda to get her caught
up with the rest.  With David watching over her shoulder, Amanda made only
one mistake.  Of course, this mistake had caused a cloud of blue mist to
fill the room for a few seconds, but it was harmless.


            By
the time class was finished, Amanda had finished both potions, and the two had
cleared away their cauldrons.


            "Thanks
for the help," she told David.


            "Don't
mention it.  Maybe she'll let me help you next class, too."


            "But
now I missed today's potion.  How is this helping me catch
up?"


            "Well,
you got two potions done today.  So there are five that you missed while
you were gone, plus today's.  That makes six.  So, instead of being
seven potions behind, you're six potions behind.  So, you are
catching up."


            "Yeah,
but now you're a potion behind, too."


            David
snorted.  "If Prof. Stott thinks I need to know this potion, we'll
cover it in apprenticeship tomorrow."


            "I
guess there is that.  How is that going?"


            "Fine. 
We're doing ingredient prep now."


            "Don't
you already know how to get things ready for a potion?"


            David
shook his head.  "We're not working on what you do after it comes out
of the bottle.  We're working on what you do before it goes into the
bottle."


            "Oh."


            In
a few more minutes, the class was excused, and they walked outside together.


            "You
going straight to lunch?" David asked.


            "No,
I'm gonna drop off my cauldron first."


            "Can
I walk you to the dorm?"


            "Sure."


            David
slipped his hand into hers, and she squeezed gently in acknowledgment. 
The two walked across the terrace for the appropriate rock-lift to their dorm.


            With
David preoccupied by talking to Amanda, he wasn't really keeping himself on
guard against pranksters.  Therefore, when Marcus himself stepped out from
around the corner of a building and shouted, "Megalwyn mallia!" David
had no time to prevent it.


            David
was suddenly wracked with the pain of being forcibly ghosted.  He
unintentionally squeezed Amanda's hand too tightly, and she screamed out in
pain.  He took a deep breath to get over the discomfort, and then he
looked over at Amanda.


            At
this point, he realized her shout of pain had probably not been from him
squeezing her hand.  Amanda was now as see-through as David was.  She
looked down at herself.


            "What
the hell?  Oh, my god!  I'm a ghost!"  She looked up at
David.  "What have you done to me?  I can't live like
this!  I'm not even here anymore!"


            Amanda
bolted, running off towards the trees.


            "Amanda..."
David called out, and then, seeing that was pointless, ran after her.


-----


            It
took David nearly a half-hour to find Amanda.  She was hiding in the
deepest part of the terrace forest that she could find.  He found her
sitting on a stump, crying.


            David
dropped to one knee, so he could look up into her face.  He put his hand
on her shoulder, to try to comfort her.  It took a long time for her to
stop crying, and to look at him.


            "Am
I dead?" she asked bluntly.


            "No,
I don't think so," David said.  "If you were, you'd be in Haven
now, and I would think there would probably be a banshee here by now."


            "Then
what the hell am I?" she demanded.


            David
shifted, so that he was sitting on the roots of the stump she was sitting
on.  "Well, I'm guessing a little here.  When I fade from solid
to ghost form, anything that I am holding onto securely will fade with
me.  So, if I'm holding my backpack, or my books, or whatever, they will
also become ghostly.  I think that's what happened to you, although I had
no idea it could happen to people, too."


            "So
I'm stuck as a half-here human now?  For how long?  Forever?"
she demanded.


            "Well,
again, if this is like what happens with my book bag, then you will go back to
solid form when I go back to solid form."


            "So
turn solid again!" she screamed.


            "You
know I can't.  That idiot tried to morph me.  I am stuck this way
until sunrise tomorrow."


            "So
I have to stay like this all goddamned day?" she asked.


            "I'm
afraid so.  I'm sorry."


            Amanda
started crying again.  David moved back to his kneeling position, to try
to comfort her.


            "I
can't do this, David," she said finally, after several minutes. 
"I can't.  This is the last straw.  I thought I could hold on
until things settled down, but I can't."


            "What
are you saying?" David asked.  He knew, he just wanted her to say it
and get it over with.


            "I
can't go out with you anymore," she said, still crying.  "I know
this isn't your fault, I know you can't make them stop... but I can make
them stop messing with me!  I thought I was strong enough to put up with
it, even after the poison... but I can't.  It's too constant.  It's
just one thing after another.  I can't!"


            At
this point, Amanda broke away from his touch.  She rose from the stump,
and ran off again.


            David
didn't bother to chase her this time.


-----


            David
had avoided his friends for the rest of the day.  Prof. Zoroaster had been
understanding about David's transparency, and had allowed him to work on his
runic interpretation in peace.


            He
skipped dinner: he didn't feel like talking with anyone yet, and he didn't need
to be gawked at more than usual.


            When
he trudged up to the castle, he was not at all surprised to find Penny waiting
for him.


            "Again?"
she said disgustedly.


            David
just shrugged, and kept walking.


            "What's
wrong?  You're usually pretty unfazed by their taunting."


            "Yeah,
well... this time, Amanda got caught in the crossfire, so to speak.  And
she decided she couldn't take any more.  We broke up right after I got...
actually we got ghosted."


            "Oh,
dear.  I'm so sorry, David."


            "Shit
happens."


            Penny
put her arm through David's, and walked close to him.  "Are they ever
going to learn?" she asked wistfully.


            "Only
when I teach them," David said, letting loose a small amount of the anger
he felt.


            "Will
that happen soon?" she asked worriedly.


            "Probably." 
David walked on for a few more steps, then said, "I don't wish to be rude,
but I have to go to class now."


            "Oh,
I understand.  If you need to talk, David, you know where I'll be."


            "Thanks,
Penny.  I appreciate it."


            She
gave him a soft kiss on the cheek, and then she wandered off, fading to
invisibility.  David sighed, and continued on his way to Umbrasocius
class.


            "Good
evening, David.  Feeling dead this evening, or is this an enforced
situation?" Prof. Edgars asked in his usual creepy almost-monotone.


            "An
enforced situation, I'm afraid, Professor.  Also, I'd be surprised if
Amanda showed up at all tonight.  She was... uh... similarly afflicted."


            "Oh? 
I thought she was a living person."


            "She
is, but I was touching her at the time of the hexing."


            Prof.
Edgars nodded in understanding.  He said, "Well... David, if you're
up for it, perhaps we can use tonight as an educational experience.  I am
quite certain that I do not know everything about demighosts, and certainly we
can instruct Phillip."  Prof. Edgars refused to call anyone by a
shortened version of their name.


            "I'm
fine with that, Professor.  Something positive should come out of
today."


            "Fine. 
Why don't you come up and sit on my stool.  I will take your place in the
audience."


            "What
do you want to know?" David asked.


            "How
did you become a demighost?" Phil asked immediately.  It was clearly
a question that had been bugging him, but he'd been too afraid to ask.


            David
related the story of his death to them, skipping over the parts about his revenge.


            When
he was done, Prof. Edgars asked, "And how were you eventually
caught?"


            David
said, "My own ignorance.  I was seen doing things that ghosts can't
do.  These things made their way into newspapers, and the Rimohrs read
newspapers.  Of course, I didn't know anything about Rimohrs when I died,
so I had no reason to be more... discreet."


            Phil
said, "So, what does it really mean, to be a demighost?  Exactly how
are you... 'demi'?"


            "Well,
I think that would be obvious by now.  I have both a ghost form, as I am
right now, and a solid form, which is how you usually see me.  I can use
wizard magic even in my ghost form.  I am told there is also ghost magic
that I will have to learn at some point."


            "Can
you change at will?  I mean, when you're not being hexed?"


            "With
a few limits, yes.  If I am hexed with a morph spell, or if I am seriously
injured, then I am 'restrained' in some ways.  When I am 'normal', then
yes, I can fade in and out at will.  Though it is uncomfortable for me to
do so," he added after a brief thought.


            "Uncomfortable
how?" Prof. Edgars asked.


            "Physically. 
It's not exactly what you'd call painful, but it is distinctly
unpleasant."


            "Even
at your natural change points?"


            "Natural
change points?" Phil interjected.


            To
the professor, David said, "Yes, even then."  To Phil, he
replied, "I have a normal state of being, based on the time of day. 
I am 'supposed' to be a ghost at night, and I am 'supposed' to be solid during
the day.  My body will, if I don't prevent it, automatically switch from
one to the other at sunrise and sunset.  I can stop it from happening, and
I usually do, as I spend virtually all my time in solid form."


            "Why?"
Prof. Edgars asked.


            David
shrugged.  "It's the form I'm familiar with.  I don't really see
many benefits to this form, other than that it allows me to interact with the
other ghosts physically."


            "Wait...
you can, like, touch a ghost?" Phil asked.  Prof. Edgars also
looked interested.


            "Yes,
when I am also in ghost form.  When I am solid, I can't.  Of course,
some ghosts are able to reach out and touch us, and I can interact with
them the same as anyone else."


            The
professor and Phil continued to ask David questions for some time.  David
actually appreciated the distraction.  By the time he left Umbrasocius
class, he felt quite a bit better than he had been.  He made himself
entirely invisible for the walk back to his dorm room.  He did not wish to
be seen along the way.  Anyone who saw him would most likely try to taunt
him, and he didn't want to have his mood ruined again.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David's
good mood did not survive his sleep period, which had been filled with evil
dreams.  When he awoke, the sun was nowhere near rising, and he was still
in ghost form by force.  He sighed heavily and got up.  He knew
better than to bother trying to go back to sleep.  Since he had been
turned demighost, he had not once fallen back to sleep once he had awakened.


            Rather
than study, David decided to wander upstairs, to look out at the stars. 
He would water his eternium when the sun rose, but it was too early to do it
now.  All there was for him now was to look up at the sky through the
glass roof, and watch the stars go by.


            He
had not fallen asleep, but David had emptied his mind, and he was actually
surprised when the sun rose, and his body faded back into its human form. 
He inhaled sharply at the sensation, and then just let it wash over him, since
there was no way to fight it.


            Getting
up from the sacks of fertilizer he had been sitting on, he went to take care of
his plant.


-----


            "Hey,
David.  Where were you yesterday?  I didn't see you all day, after
breakfast," Gwen said.


            "I
didn't see you, either," Jim said.  "Did you and Amanda slip off
for a little fun?" he said, grinning and winking.


            David
looked at him morosely.  "Amanda and I broke up yesterday."


            Gwen
said, "What?"


            Jim
replied, "Oh, shit.  Sorry, dude, I didn't know."


            "I'm
sure you didn't, since I doubt anyone's seen Amanda since yesterday morning,
either."


            "What's
that mean?" Olissa asked.


            "Marcus
hexed me yesterday with a morphing spell.  The usual happened; I got
ghosted.  But I was holding Amanda's hand at the time."


            "So?"
Gwen asked.


            "Anything
I'm holding when I fade, fades with me."


            "You
mean..." Olissa said.


            "Yeah. 
She ended up as a 'ghost' herself.  She most likely spent the day hiding
in the forest.  Probably the night, too."


            "God
that sucks, man," Jim said.


            "I'm
so sorry, David," Gwen said sorrowfully.


            "I
can't really blame her," he replied.  "I'm surprised she stuck
it out this long.  Hell, I was sure she'd dump me after the poison. 
I guess she wanted to give it one more shot... well... you see how that worked
out."


            They
could all tell that David was upset about this, so they decided, wordlessly, to
change the subject.


-----


            "Hi,
Sam," David said upon entering the professor's workroom.  He set his
book bag on the work table, and walked over to her.


            "Hello,
David... you look like hell," she pronounced as soon as she turned to
greet him.


            "Nice
to see you, too," he said with wry humor.


            "I'm
sorry, but you do.  What's the matter?"


            David
sighed.  "Amanda and I broke up yesterday."


            "What
happened?" she asked.  David related the story to her.


            "Goddammit,"
Sam said.  "It's high time for that boy to get in trouble.  I'm
taking this one up with the dean."


            "Don't
bother," David said.


            "Why?"
Sam asked warily.


            After
a long pause, David said, "Let's just say that I am reaching the point
where I will deal with the problem more directly than talking to the
dean."


            "I
honestly expected you to reach that point months ago."


            "I'm
stubborn," he replied.  "I have done my best to hold to my
position about not making things harder for Dean Lengel.  I'm afraid that
if things continue on, this will no longer be an option."


            Sam
looked at her apprentice sympathetically.  She embraced him, and felt his
arms come around to her back.  She could sense the tension in him.


            When
she stepped back from David, he said, "Thanks, I needed that.  So
what are we going to work on today?"


            Sam
shook her head at him.  "That wasn't what you needed.  Today
we're going to work on your mood.  Come over here," she said, taking
his hand and leading him over to a chair.  She reached down and unfastened
his pants, pulling them and his briefs down before pushing him down into the
chair.  She immediately knelt, and didn't even look up at him before her
mouth engaged his cock.


            As
her nose nestled in his pubic hair, David sighed, and felt half the tension
drain from his body.


            The
rest left him over the next hour or so.


-----


            As
David and Sam were relaxing after their tryst, Sam asked, "Is there
anything you want me to do about Amanda?"


            "What
do you mean?" he asked.


            "Do
you want me to move her to a new seat in class?  To get you a new class
partner?"


            David
considered.  Finally, he said, "I want to see how she treats me,
first.  I don't know if she's going to be friendly or ugly about it
now.  If she's friendly, then there's no problem.  If she's mean
about it... well..."


            "Right. 
Okay.  You let me know, and I'll take care of what needs doing."


            "Thanks,
Sam."  He kissed her softly in gratitude.  "You're a good
friend."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "I'll
get it," Jim said to David.  Someone had just knocked on their door,
but Jim was on his way out, so was actually closer.  He opened the door,
and his response was cold.


            "What
do you want?" he asked.


            David
had not turned to see who was at the door.  The tone of Jim's voice made
him look, but he couldn't see past Jim.


            "Can
I talk to David, please?" Amanda asked.  David recognized her voice,
and he stood up.


            Jim
looked back at him.  "You want to talk to her?"


            David
looked at him sternly.  "Just let her in.  Didn't you have
somewhere to be?"


            "Yeah. 
I'll be at the library if you need anything.  Probably won't be back until
dinner."


            "Have
fun."


            "Right." 
Jim walked off down the hall, and David closed the door, then turned to Amanda,
who was standing next to his desk.


            "What's
on your mind?" David asked politely.  He was curious as to why she
was here.  He had nothing of hers to return, nor she anything of his, so
why she would come to his room, he had no clue.


            Amanda
looked down, twisting her hands in discomfort.  Finally, she looked at him
and said, "I wanted to apologize for Thursday.  For running away from
you, I mean.  I really should have been more mature about the whole
thing.  I acted like a little girl."


            "You
freaked.  Most people would have.  You had just been turned
half-invisible."


            "Thanks. 
Still, I should have... I don't know, found you later that day or something,
and..."


            "What
did you do that day?"


            "Hid
in the forest."


            "And
at night?"


            "Walked
around.  Everyone was asleep, so no one cared."


            David
nodded.  He had not thought about going to look for her.


            "I
still can't see you anymore," Amanda said.  "I can't deal with
it.  If I had known that when we started, I never would have started
dating you.  I know I'm hurting you, and I'm sorry for that.  I'd
rather not, but I..."  David could tell she was close to tears
again.  He went over and gave her a hug, and she embraced him tightly,
trying to get her emotions together.


            When
she had settled, David let her go, and stepped back.  "I
understand.  You hung in longer than I expected you to.  Most people
would have baled after the first couple hexes."


            "I
really do like you, David.  I wanted to make it work.  But... even if
the stuff here at school settles out... you're always going to be treated like
this... and I would, too, by association.  And I'm afraid that I just
can't deal with the idea of being an outcast all my life."


            David
nodded.  "I can understand that."


            Amanda
asked, "Can we still be friends, at least?"


            "Of
course we can.  I don't blame you for leaving me, Amanda.  As you
said, you have a way out.  I only put up with it because I don't."


            "Thanks
for understanding," she said, wiping at her eyes.  David came over
and gave her another hug, which she accepted readily.


            When
the two separated, Amanda looked at him, and finally smiled. 
"David... is there any chance that we could be together, just one last
time?  Kind of as a farewell gift to each other?"


            David
smiled at her.  He was not at all opposed to the idea. 


            By
the time they were done, Amanda almost regretted leaving him.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Okay,
class.  You've all been doing quite well with your morphs of late. 
Today, we're going to try something a bit more advanced.  The charm we're
going to work with is a bit more general than those we have used before. 
Previously, you have used a charm that specified your target animal. 
Today, that will not be the case.


            "You
will each be given a creature to work with.  Your job is to turn your
creature into some other creature.  Your target animal must be roughly
the same size as the one you are starting with.  Weight is not important,
it is... overall dimension.  You could, for instance, turn a jay into a
rat, even though rats weigh significantly more than jays.  They are about
the same size."


            "Try
it, and I will bite you," Jailla told David with a chortle in his
voice.  David grinned.


            "Now,
the wand motion here is a circular motion, with a raise and then a dip at the
very end of the charm, like so.  The charm itself is neoschima
sawakabisa.  Everyone say it with me."  The class repeated
the spell with the professor.


            "Now,
as soon as you are given your creature, you may begin."


            Prof.
Fibblebitz gestured with her wand, and the small cages in the back of the room
floated out among the students.  When one landed in front of David, he saw
that he had been given a large dragonfly.  He breathed a sigh of relief to
see that it was a normal dragonfly, and not a small flying dragon.


            David
looked over, and Jim had been given a frog.  Jim said, "What do you
think I should turn it into?"


            David
said, "You could do a hamster, or a small turtle..."


            "I
like the hamster."  Jim gave it a go, and managed to completely fuck
up the spell.  His frog turned into a pile of goo.


            "Er..."
Jim said, and then tried the only thing he knew. 
"Zurukken!"  This did not, however, fix his pile of goo back
into a frog.  "Whoops."


            Prof.
Fibblebitz was quite used to this, and she just tutted at Jim, and gave him a
new creature.  This one was a rat.


            "David,
are you having a problem?" she asked, seeing that he had not tried his
morph yet.


            "No,
ma'am.  Just watching Jim kill frogs."


            She
chuckled at him, and moved off.


            "Okay,
smarty pants," Jim said.  "You try it!"


            David
considered what to turn his dragonfly into, and then got an idea.  He took
a deep breath to center his thoughts, and focused on the image he wanted. 
He said the spell and moved his hands in the desired manner.  The
dragonfly dropped to the floor of his cage, and David at first thought that he
had died on the spot, but then he saw that the shape was changing.


            When
it had finished morphing, David's dragonfly had become a perfect gecko.


            "Cool!"
Jim said.  Gwen looked over at David, to see what Jim was enthusing about.


            She
said, "Better not let Flo see that, David.  She hates geckos."


            David
laughed.  He waited for Prof. Fibblebitz to come by to see what he had
done.  Meanwhile, Jim worked on his morph.


            "Try
not to kill the rat," David said.


            "Oh,
shut up!" Jim said.


            This
time, Jim managed to turn the rat into a blue jay.  With a rat's tail.


            "Dammit,"
Jim muttered.


            "Focus!"
Prof. Fibblebitz said.  "You must imagine it fully formed.  You
cannot depend on this spell to do the work for you.  That is why these
spells are harder.  David, a very nice lizard.  Can I have my
dragonfly back, please?"


            "Yes,
ma'am."  David performed the return spell, and soon the dragonfly was
flitting a bit confusedly back and forth in its cage.


            "Try
again, Mr. Gillenham," the professor ordered.  "You'll get it
right."


            Jim
finally got it right on the third try, and the professor nodded at him. 
"Good work."


            When
she'd walked away, Jim sighed.  "What's the matter?" David
asked.


            "It
worries me that I can't do a simple morph like that."


            "Hey,
you did the morph.  You just need to concentrate a little
more.  Stop staring at the girl in the third row, and pay attention to
what you're doing!"


            Jim
blushed.  He had been staring at the girl in the third row.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
was on his way to breakfast.  Jim had gone ahead, as David had been in the
shower.  He boarded the rock lift, and waited while it got underway. 
First, it floated near the water, making its way to the other end of the
building, to pick up anyone waiting there.  There was no one, and it then
started to float upwards, toward the terrace.


            David
looked up, and he thought he saw someone standing on the terrace, waiting for
either him, or the rock-lift.  He didn't recognize the person.


            Suddenly,
David noticed that the protective bubble around the rock-lift swirled, and then
faded out of existence.  He had little time to make note of this, however,
because as soon as the bubble was gone, the rock started to tilt.  David
tried to find something to grab, but the rock's upper surface was smooth, and
there was simply nothing to take hold of.  David was quickly falling
toward the Dorm Moat, some eighty feet below.


            This
is going to hurt.


            David
saw Jailla, circling him.  Jailla did not like to ride inside the bubble,
so he always flew alongside.  David screamed to him, "GET HELP!"


            Jailla
immediately flew off, upward, toward the terrace.  David didn't know who
Jailla might get, but anyone he got would be helpful.  David doubted he
would be able to pull himself out of the moat.  A second later, his body
hit the water.


            Though
David had tried to hit feet-first, the pain was intense.  He knew that
several bones broke upon impact.  He had pushed his arms up over his head,
trying to make the smallest possible splash, thus the least impact.  This
protected his upper body, but he feared that every bone below his pelvis was broken.


            David
gritted his teeth through the excruciating pain, and did his best to swim for
shore.  He had to swim the long way, toward the outer rim of the moat,
because, as far as he knew, there was no access to the inner side except by
water.


            As
David reached the edge, he saw that several students had stopped to watch
events unfold.  One girl ran down to the water's edge.  He didn't
recognize her, but he was too tired to care who she was, as long as she would
help him.


            The
girl grabbed his arms, and struggled, pulling him up the bank until he was
lying on the edge of the path.  At that point, he passed out.


-----


            Jailla
flew immediately to the meal area.  He had considered going right to the
infirmary, but realized it would take too long to get their attention.  He
sailed through the door to Byron Hall when one of the other students
entered.  It took him no time at all to find the group that David usually
sat with, as they were in their normal place.  He swooped and landed on
the table with no fanfare, and he stared directly at Olissa.


            "Jailla!"
she cried out.  "But, where's David?  You never show up without
him..."


            Gwen
put it together the fastest.  "David's in trouble, isn't he?"


            Jailla
merely nodded.


            "Show
me," Gwen said.  Everyone rose from the table at once, and Jailla
took off, heading for the door.  He circled until they got there, and then
he swooped back out as quickly as he'd come in.  The group ran after him
as he led them toward the edge of the terrace.  Once they got there,
Jailla glided downward, and then circled back up, repeating the move several
times.


            Olissa
got the idea, and looked down.  She could see... something.


            "My
god, is that David?" she screamed, pointing at what looked like a lifeless
body with people around it.


            Gwen
was already a step ahead of her.  "Here comes the rock lift."


            "You
guys go ahead," Olissa said.  "I'll wait here for the
healer."  She was pulling out her mirror already.


            By
the time Healer Hall arrived, Olissa was nearly in tears.  Healer Hall
took one look over the edge, and then she cast a spell.  One of the rocks,
which had been in its normal cycle, suddenly zoomed straight at them, coming to
a quick stop at the rock stop.


            "Get
on," she told Olissa.  "You might want to kneel or
sit."  Olissa knelt, and was soon glad she had, as the rock lift
moved much faster than ever before, seemingly dropping in freefall, but moving
forward, as well, until it was floating right next to the bank, where David
lay, lifeless.


            "David!"
she screamed as she got off the lift.  The healer looked to the helper
she'd brought with her.


            "Let's
get to work."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "When
will he come out of the coma?" Garibaldi asked.  He'd been ordered to
the scene along with the investigating officer.


            "He's
not in a coma," Healer Hall replied.  "He is merely in so much
pain that every time he tries to wake up, he passes out again."


            "Oh
my god," Prof. Stott said under her breath.  She was trying to remain
impassive, but it wasn't really working.


            Gwen
looked over at her and said, "You don't have to hide it, Professor. 
We all know how you feel about him."


            Prof.
Stott smiled very slightly at her in gratitude, but said nothing.  Gwen
asked, "How long is it going to take him to heal?"


            Healer
Hall considered for a long moment.  "I would estimate another three
days."


            "Three
days?  It's already been a full day as it is!"


            Healer
Hall shrugged.  "I have done what I can for him, making sure all his
bones are in proper alignment for healing.  Beyond that, it is out of my
hands.  If he were a normal person, I could mend the bones for him. 
He's not, and I can't.  All that said, he's lucky.  Had he hit the
water at a different angle, he would have broken a lot more bones.  The
girl who pulled him out of the water said that he went in with his body
straight up and down.  That was a smart move on his part."


            "Do
you know how long it will be before he will be conscious?" Garibaldi
asked.


            "I'd
estimate another day."


            "Do
you mind if we stay with him?" Olissa asked.


            "Of
course not.  When he does wake up, though, realize he will still be in a
lot of pain.  He's probably not going to be in a talkative mood."


            "And
there's nothing you can do for him?" Prof. Stott asked.


            "No,
I'm sorry.  It pains me to watch him suffer, but nothing works on a
demighost."  Healer Hall walked off, and then Gwen focused her
attention on Mr. Garibaldi.


            "Any
clues yet as to who did this?"


            "I
was hoping you guys might have some ideas."


            Everyone
present said, "Marcus Savolar."


            Garibaldi
smirked.  "I don't think that Marcus is capable of hexing a
rock-lift.  That's pretty advanced magic."


            Gwen
said, "He may not have cast the spell, but you can be damned sure he's
responsible for the spell being cast."


            Garibaldi
nodded.


            "Officer
Garibaldi," Prof. Stott said, "since they will not allow you to
investigate the crime, why are you here?"


            "To
evaluate David's state of mind.  The court is concerned about what this is
doing to David, psychologically.  Several demighosts ended up becoming
troublemakers from problems just like these.  They're trying to forestall
another major problem."


            "David's
not going to turn into a problem for anyone but Marcus," Gwen assured him.


            "And
what is he likely to do to Marcus?" Garibaldi asked with interest.


            "I
don't know," Gwen said.  "Honestly, I figured he'd push him off
the mountain a long time ago.  Hell, Marcus did that to him...  David
is fighting tooth and nail to keep Dean Lengel out of trouble.  He knows
that if he causes a problem, her neck is on the line."


            "So
he's not protecting himself, as such," Garibaldi said.


            Olissa
replied, "He would be far quicker to retaliate if it was just him
who was going to get into trouble."


            "Interesting,"
Garibaldi said.  "Do you think this might force him into
something?"


            "If
it does," Jim said, "He'll have thought it through first.  He's
not going to go off half-cocked over it.  David... if he's going to get
revenge, you can bet he'll have a plan."  The others nodded.


            Garibaldi
sighed.  "Well, okay.  I have to go talk to the dean, find a
place to stay for a few days, and see how Officer Toscani is doing.  I'll
be back tomorrow to check on him."


            After
Garibaldi left, Gwen asked Olissa, "You think David's going to do
something now?"


            "Oh,
yeah."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            When
David finally rose to consciousness and was able to stay awake, Prof. Stott was
the one sitting in with him.  He turned his head and saw her there.


            "Hi,"
he said.  She looked up in surprise.  She had been working on some
class material.


            "Hi,"
she said quietly, but brightly.  She rose and went to his side. 
"Good to see you finally awake."


            "How
long have I been out?"


            "Two
days," she told him.  She had expected shock, but he just
nodded.  She put her hand on his chest, and said, "How bad is
it?"


            "Right
now, about as bad as it was when I died.  I made it through that. 
I'll make it through this," he said, gritting his teeth as a wave of
sharper pain washed over him.


            "Oh,
god, David..."  She was afraid to show any affection to him, for fear
of making him hurt further.  David knew what she was thinking, though, and
he pulled her down, so that they could kiss.  She kept it brief, but he
knew she cared about him, anyway.


            "Do
you remember who... what do you remember about the incident?" she asked.


            "Everything. 
Yeah, I remember who did it, not that it helps any, since I didn't recognize
him."


            "That's
okay.  I'm sure the Rimohrs will find him soon enough."


            "What're
they here for?" David asked.


            "What
do you mean, what are they here for?  You were dropped off a rock-lift a
hundred feet into the water!"


            "No
way that was a hundred feet... and no one was called in when Marcus pushed me
off the mountain... that would have been like five hundred feet."


            "You
weren't seriously injured by that," she replied.


            David
shrugged.


            Prof.
Stott looked up at the clock on the wall.  "Olissa will be here in a
half hour.  We were taking turns sitting with you.  Is there anything
I can get you?  Water?  Juice?  Food?"


            "New
bones?" David asked with a grin.  Prof. Stott smiled at him. 
"I'm okay for now.  Thanks for sitting with me.  Sorry I missed
our apprenticeship session on Friday, but I was in a coma."


            Prof.
Stott laughed.  This drew the attention of Healer Hall.  "Well,
good to see you're awake, David.  How do you feel?"


            "Like
death warmed over, as usual," he said.  "What did I break?"


            "Both
of your legs.  Left femur and tibia, Right femur, tibia and fibula, also
your left ankle was dislocated."


            "Ouch,"
David said.  "No wonder I feel like shit," he said. 
"How long have I got to go?"


            "Two
or three days.  Probably two," she said.  "Now that you're
awake, I want to try giving you some potions."


            "You
know that it won't work, doc..." he said.  She looked at him funny
for calling her that, but said nothing about it.


            "These
are not pain potions."


            "Good
thing.  I've got enough of that already."


            Healer
Hall smiled.  "These are energy potions.  We don't know if some
of these might not work on you.  They'll give your body more energy to
heal itself."


            "Well,
I'm willing to try whatever you've got.  Just don't expect much."


            ~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Did
you get a good look at the perpetrator, Mr. Stroud?" Officer Toscani asked
him.


            "I
don't know."


            "What
do you mean, you don't know?" Garibaldi asked.  Though he was not
officially part of the investigation, he was present for the interview.


            "I
saw someone.  I didn't recognize them, and I did not see
them casting any kind of spell.  Doesn't mean they weren't, but just
because they happened to be in my line of sight, it doesn't make them the one
who did it.  Had it been someone I knew to be an enemy, that would be one
thing.  I have, to my recollection, never seen the guy before."


            Toscani
frowned.  "Well, if he is not the perpetrator, he is at the least the
closest witness.  Can you give us a description?"


            "Professor,
could you hand me my wand?"  Prof. Stott handed over David's wand,
with a perplexed look on her face.  He'd been asked a question, and hadn't
answered.


            David
closed his eyes, and concentrated, finally, he uttered, "Opakovani
pommet."  Suddenly, there was a translucent bust of a man
floating in front of David.


            "He
looked like that," David said, keeping his eyes closed to concentrate on
the image.


            "Shit...
I'm going to have to remember that one for future interviews," Garibaldi
said.


            "Yes,
quite clever," Toscani said.  "Thank you, you can relax
now."


            David
opened his eyes, and the bust faded.


            "Where
did you learn that?" Prof. Stott asked him.


            "We
covered it in Charms and Hexes last semester."


            "Really,"
she said, impressed.


            "How
tall was the man?" Toscani asked, getting back on track.


            "I
don't know.  I couldn't see below his waist, and the angle I was at makes
it impossible for me to guess."


            "Very
well.  I will get to work trying to find this individual.  If he was
on campus, someone will know who he is."


            "Yeah,
but will that someone tell you?" David asked with a grin.


            Toscani
frowned.  Without another word, he left the room.


            "I
think you hurt his feelings," Garibaldi said with a grin.


            "He's
not going to find that guy easily, if he was involved.  Marcus
could have even brought someone in from his home, and then that person would
already be long gone."


            "The
image you showed looks like someone of student age.  An advanced student,
to be sure, but..." Prof. Stott opined.


            "It
would have to be an advanced student," Garibaldi said to her. 
"Not even us conjurers would know how to break the safety enchantments on
the floating rocks.  I'm thinking that would take at least a wizard."


            "I'm
confused.  Conjurer?  Wizard?  What's the difference?"


            Prof.
Stott explained, "To easily differentiate the amount of training someone
has had, they are given a title based on years of education.  In your
first year, you are technically known as a novice, although you get called
something else by most people."


            "Uh-huh,"
David grunted with a smirk.


            "Once
you complete your first year, you'll be an apprentice.  From there, the
order is magician, mage, conjurer, sorcerer, wizard, wizard adept, and master
wizard."


            "So,
if Mr. Garibaldi here calls himself a conjurer..."


            "It
means he only completed four years of education."


            "How
do apprenticeships figure into that, if at all?"


            "They
do not.  A successful apprenticeship gives you an altogether different
title.  For instance, if you successfully complete your apprenticeship
with me, you will be known as a Master Potion Maker, but you could still be
merely a conjurer, if you only go to school for four years."


            "Wait,
you're apprenticing already?" Garibaldi asked David.


            "She
offered, I accepted," he said simply.


            "So
that's why you sent him a present," Garibaldi said.  It was as if
this was a minor mystery he was glad to have solved.


            "Back
to the important subject... what are the Rimohrs going to do to find the person
who did this?" Prof. Stott asked.


            "Toscani
will do the usual questioning and investigating.  As I said, I'm not
allowed to be involved.  I was asked to evaluate David's state of
mind."  To David, he said, "You planning on killing
anyone?"


            "No."


            "Hurting
anyone?"


            "Maybe."


            "Hurting
some random someone, or a specific someone?"


            "A
very specific someone.  Perhaps."


            "Perhaps?"
Garibaldi asked.


            "I'm
not going to admit to a cop that I'm actually planning bodily injury to a
fellow student.  Hypothetically, if I was going to injure someone, it
would be a very specific individual.  No, I am not going to go postal on
the school yard."


            "Excuse
me?" Garibaldi asked.


            "An
Earth term.  Never mind.  I'm not going to go randomly hurting
people.  That's stupid."


            "He
has to ask, David," Prof. Stott said.


            "No,
not him asking.  Me doing it would be stupid.  Lots of people here
have done nothing to me, whether they like me or not.  Just attacking
random people is stupid.  First, you identify your target.  Then you
take them down."


            "That
sounds like the voice of experience," Garibaldi said.


            David
merely tilted his head, and looked up and to the side.  He said nothing.


            "Uh-huh,"
Garibaldi grunted.  "So, not going to kill anybody, and not planning
random acts of violence."


            "No."


            "But...
considering a targeted act of violence."          


            "Maybe."


            Garibaldi
snorted.  "I'd worry about you if you weren't.  Four days of
intense pain that cannot be relieved through magic or medicine... I'd be
considering an act of violence, that's for sure."


            "Will
you report that to your boss?" Prof. Stott asked.


            Garibaldi
smiled.  "Of course.  And he will find that completely normal,
as well.  Their worry, Professor, is that David will snap and turn into
one of the more evil demighosts.  I'm sure you know the stories as well as
I do.  The Rimohrs don't want to have to go after someone like that, and
so we're keeping an eye on things.  Honestly, they're not at all worried
about David's plans for revenge on Marcus, or any other particular
individual.  It's the random acts they are concerned about." 
Turning to David, he said, "That is not to say they won't come after you
if you break the law."


            "Obviously,"
David said.


            "Anyway,
that's really all I needed to know."


            "You're
just going to take his word for it?" Prof. Stott asked, surprised.


            "Just
his word, no.  But his attitude speaks volumes.  He's angry, but he's
not at his breaking point.  He might have reached the end of his tolerance
for the hazing, but that is not the same thing.  Point is, I can go back
and tell them that their concerns are unfounded, at least at this time. 
David, see you in a few weeks."  He shook hands with both David and
Prof. Stott, and left the room.


            "What
are you going to do to Marcus?" Prof. Stott asked him.


            "I
don't know, but Mr. Garibaldi's right about one thing."


            "What's
that?"


            "I've
had enough."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
was released from the infirmary the following day.  Gwen was there to
'collect' him and usher him to lunch, where the rest of his friends were
waiting.  They greeted him warmly as he sat down.  As usual, the
pixie appeared with a pop.


            "Oh,
it's you!  I haven't seen you in days," she said.


            "Sorry,
I was sick," he told her.


            For
the first time, David actually saw a pixie frown.  It was brief, and then
she brightened.  "Well, you're better now, right?"


            "Yes,
thank you for asking."


            She
beamed a tiny little smile at him.  "So what do you want to
eat?"


            David
placed his order, and the pixie went away.


            "See? 
Not everyone hates you," Jim said.


            David
replied.  "I know not everyone hates me.  Just a few.  And
it's high time that they start getting what's coming to them."


            "Can
we help in any way?" Gwen asked.  David looked at her in
surprise.  "What?  You think I've enjoyed watching one of my
friends basically being tortured all year?"


            "I'll
let you know," he said noncommittally.  Just then, Amanda walked over
to the table.


            "David,
I heard about the fall.  Are you okay now?"


            "Yeah. 
Thanks for asking."


            "I'm
glad.  Well, I'll see you later.  Take care, guys."


            "That
was weird," Jim said as she walked off.


            David
shrugged.  "We didn't break up because she doesn't like me.  We
broke up because she didn't want to be on that rock lift with me."


            Everyone
nodded at that.  They knew that anyone else would not have survived the
fall.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "You
wanted to see me, Dean?" David asked, sticking his head into her office.


            "David,
come in.  Officer Toscani was just filling me in on his progress, and I
figured you should be here."


            David
came in and sat down across from the dean.  Officer Toscani was sitting in
the other chair.


            "Have
you remembered any further information about the incident?" Toscani asked
him.


            "Nothing
else to remember," David told him.  "I was riding on the rock
lift, saw that one face, watched the bubble fade out, and then fell off when
the rock tilted.  After that, I was far too busy worrying about how to
hurt myself the least."


            "The
man you described is not on campus.  None of the staff recalls seeing him,
and no student will admit to knowing him."


            "Ooh,
big shocker there," David said sarcastically.  Toscani scowled.


            "Unfortunately,
at this point, I have nothing else to investigate.  Without this person,
whoever he is, we have no leads and no evidence of anything.  I assume,
Dean Lengel, that the rock lift was examined and found to be in working order?"


            "No,
it was found to be hexed.  Evidence of the spell remained behind."


            Toscani
nodded.  "Can you tell which hex it was?"


            "No."


            "That's
too bad.  At this point, while the investigation is not being closed, I
will be heading back to our local office.  I will have to continue this
through other means.  If and when I come up with any more information, I
will be sure to let you both know."


            "Thank
you, Officer," Dean Lengel said.  She waited as he walked out of the
room before turning to David.  "How are you feeling?"


            "Fine,
now.  The pain went away completely yesterday."


            "That's
good.  What are you planning?"


            David
sighed heavily.  "Dean, if I am planning something, the last
person I would tell would be you.  If I tell you, and you choose to do
nothing to stop me, then you get into trouble.  If I tell you, and you
choose to stop me, then I get into trouble."


            "If
it's something for which you should get into trouble..."


            "Is
there any way for it not to be?" he asked reasonably.


            After
some consideration, she said, "No, I imagine not.  I don't like it,
David.  I don't like the idea of my students plotting against each other. 
I'd prefer you to let this slide, as heinous as it is."


            "I
wish I could, but I keep asking myself a question."


            "What
question is that?"


            "He's
already tried to kill people around me.  What will he do next?"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "You
just want us to watch them?" Gwen asked.


            "That's
right.  I just need you to keep an eye on each of them."


            "Why?"
Olissa asked.


            "To
destroy Marcus' credibility."


            "Huh?"
Gwen asked in incomprehension.


            "I
am going to confront Marcus.  He will probably use it to try to get me
into trouble.  His friends would naturally back up whatever story he made
up, and say they were there to see it.  I want you guys to be able to say
that you saw all of his friends in a different place at that time."


            "We
could just say that, anyway..." Jim offered.


            "No
one is lying on my account," David said firmly.  "Not to the
dean, and not to the Rimohrs."


            "Okay,
okay, just saying..." Jim said defensively.


            "What
are you going to do to Marcus?" Gwen wanted to know, a gleam in her eye.


            "Nothing,
yet.  This is his final warning.  After this, I start to get
nasty."


            "Oh,
goody," Gwen said.


-----


            "How
do we get him away from his friends?" Olissa asked quietly.  They had
been following Marcus and company around for two hours so far, with no
opportunity for David to get Marcus alone.


            "He's
gotta separate from them at some point," David insisted.


            The
group kept watching and following.  Finally, David got his chance. 
Marcus went into the library, while his friends moved off, in a pack.


            "Wonder
what he's doing in there?" Jim asked.  "Doesn't seem like his
kind of place."


            "I
don't care," David said.  "Just keep following those guys. 
See you in a while."


            As
his friends moved off, David faded to invisibility and entered the library to
find Marcus.


            Finding
him wasn't hard.  David had an idea of where he would be.  As
expected, he was in the spellbooks section of the library.


            Probably
trying to find new hexes.


            As
Marcus was putting a book back on a shelf, David faded to solidity right behind
him.  When Marcus turned around, he squeaked and jumped back.


            "Greetings,
Marcus," David said formally.  He had his wand in his hand, to appear
threatening.


            "What
do you want, Stroud?" Marcus sneered.


            "To
give you a message."


            "I'm
not interested in anything you have to say," Marcus said, attempting to
push past him.  David grabbed Marcus' collar, and slammed him back into
the bookshelves.  He pointed his wand straight at Marcus' face, and the
tip of it started to crackle with energy.


            "I
think you'll be interested in this, Markie-boy.  I've had enough of your
bullshit.  It stops now.  All of the pranks, all of the
hexing, all of the attempted murder."


            "I
don't know what you're-"


            "Shut
up.  Just shut the fuck up.  Everything that comes out of your mouth
is a lie, and I don't want to hear it.  You know you're responsible, and I
know you're responsible.  If I could prove it, you'd be in prison
now.  But just because I don't have the evidence, doesn't mean I don't
know.  And I've had all of it that I'm going to put up with.  If so
much as one more thing happens, a hex, a prank, a name called, anything,
and I will start doing to you five times over the crap you've done to me all
year.  You got me?"


            Marcus
nodded curtly.


            "Oh,
and one more thing, maggot-meat.  Had you fallen off that rock
lift... you'd be dead now.  Try to keep that in mind."


            David
released Marcus' collar, and then he faded to invisibility.  He didn't
want to be seen leaving the area where Marcus had been.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Come
in, David," Dean Lengel said.  David walked into her office and sat
down.  He had expected this meeting.


            "I
seem to be seeing an awful lot of you," she said.  "This time,
it seems like you may have crossed the line."


            "Excuse
me?"


            "Marcus
says you punched him, and threatened him."


            "Neither
of those things happened."


            "He
had three friends who corroborated his story, and he has a bruise on his
face."


            "I
have never hit Marcus Savolar, and as to his friends, they are lying, and I can
prove they are lying."


            "How
is that?"


            "I
did talk to Marcus yesterday.  I told him that he needed to stop
with the pranks, or there would be consequences from now on."


            "So
you did threaten him."


            "No,
I just informed him what the result of his actions would be.  Anyway, at
the time I spoke to him, his friends were nowhere near him, and my
friends were following them to make sure of that."


            "Why
did you feel that was necessary?"


            "For
the exact reason that I'm sitting here right now.  I knew that he would
make up a story to get me into trouble."


            "So
you never hit him?"


            "I
did not."


            "And
you never threatened him?"


            "Not
in the legal sense, no."


            "In
the non-legal sense?"


            "I
suppose it could have been considered a threat.  I told him that if he did
not stop what he was doing, that I would feel the need to start fighting
back."


            "That's
all you said?"


            "Paraphrasing,
but that was the gist of my message, yes."


            Dean
Lengel frowned, then sighed.  "Go on, get out of here.  Just
don't make me regret sticking up for you, David."


            "Yes,
ma'am."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            For
the next several days, David enjoyed the peace and quiet from Marcus, while he
was trying to catch up on all of his schoolwork.  Having the extra hours
in his day from not having to sleep very much helped immensely.  By the
end of the week, he was almost caught up with his classmates.


            He
marveled that threatening Marcus had worked so well, but David had no illusions
that Marcus had been scared off completely by it.  In fact, the longer it
went, the worse David figured the ultimate return would be.


            David
did not have long to wait.  He was sitting at lunch with his friends when
a first-year student he did not know came up and tapped him on the shoulder.


            "What?"
David asked politely.


            "I
was told to give you a message," the guy said.  He looked nervous.


            "Okay,
what is it?"


            "Marcus
said to meet him on the west rim at seven o'clock.  He said if you don't,
he will kill your girlfriend."


            David's
eyes narrowed, and the guy before him cringed.  David merely nodded at
him, and he left quickly.


            "You
figure he means Amanda?" Gwen asked.


            "I
would guess.  I don't have a girlfriend, but he probably isn't paying
enough attention to know that we broke up."


            "You
could go to the dean now," Olissa said.  "There are plenty of
witnesses that he threatened to kill someone."


            David
looked at her with determination.  "I am not going to the
dean."


-----


            "You
seem distracted today, David," Prof. Stott told him.  They were in
her workshop, and David was attempting to work on a potion that he had missed
in class.  He had just screwed it up, which was odd for him.


            "Yeah,
I am.  Sorry, Sam."


            "It's
okay, but what's on your mind?"


            "I
shouldn't tell you."


            "Oh? 
Girl, or trouble?"


            "Um...
both?"


            "Girl
trouble?" she asked with a smile.


            "No,
more like girl in trouble."


            "You
got Amanda pregnant."


            David
nearly choked.  "No."


            "What
then?"


            David
sighed.  "Marcus has threatened to kill Amanda if I don't show up at
a specific place, at a specific time."


            "Now,
you know that's a trap..." she said.


            "I'm
not worried about it being a trap.  I'm worried about Amanda getting
hurt."


            "Where
are you supposed to meet him, and when?"


            David
eyed her.  "Why?"


            "Well,
for one thing, I'm not letting you go there without me at least keeping an eye
on you.  For another, I want to know if we have time to relax you a little
bit," she said with an impish little smile.


            David
looked at the clock on the wall.  "I think we have time for
that..."


-----


            David
used one of the awks to move over to the rim of the mountain, the area on the
outside of the Dorm Moat, where the mountain dropped off steeply.  He had
landed near the waterfall, and turned himself invisible as soon as he touched
land.  He was not going to be ambushed before having a chance to scope out
everything that was going on in the area.


            As
David walked along, he found it peculiar that there were no students walking
along this path.  It was usually a prime method of relaxation, to walk and
look out at the scenery.  He figured that word had somehow gotten out.


            Probably
Marcus told everyone he could.  He thinks he's going to humiliate me or
whatever.


            David
finally reached Marcus, but kept walking for another several hundred yards, to
make sure there were no nasty surprises waiting behind a building or
something.  When he was satisfied that there was no such thing, he began
walking back toward Marcus, who had a death grip on Amanda's arm.


            David
studied Marcus as he moved toward him from behind.  He could see the
tension in the guy.


            He's
nervous.  Good.  David was tempted to push him from behind, but
decided that he would play this fight fairly, regardless of how Marcus wanted
to behave.


            Finally,
when David was about thirty feet in front of Marcus, he turned, and then faded
to solidity.  David had noticed the large number of students standing in
the outdoor walkway of Thunderbird Dorm, which was the one closest to them at
the moment.  He noted now that there were even more students up on the
terrace watching.


            Great. 
Now personal animosity has become a spectator sport.


            David
already had his wand in his hand.  He wasn't dumb enough to think Marcus
would wait for any niceties to begin the fight.


            "Okay,
so I'm here," he said.  "You can let her go now."


            "No,
I don't think so," Marcus said.  "You drop your wand, and get on
your knees."


            "Not
in this afterlifetime," David said simply.


            "If
you don't, I'll throw her off the cliff," he said viciously, yanking her
toward the edge.


            "Go
ahead," David said calmly.  He saw the look on Marcus' face. 
"Apparently you're too dumb to pay attention, but she dumped me weeks
ago.  Go ahead, throw her over the edge.  I'm not about to bow to
you, or anyone else, to prevent that."


            "You're
bluffing!" he demanded, hauling her right to the very edge of the cliff.


            David
shrugged expressively.  "Toss the bitch," David said, "so
we can get on with this."


            "I
mean it!  I'll do it!" Marcus screamed.


            "So
do it already!" David screamed back.


            "I'll
kill her!  I'll-"


            At
this point, Amanda lost her footing.  Marcus had pushed her so close to
the edge that she actually fell off.  She screamed in terror as she
fell.  Marcus watched in a mixture of horror and fascination.  David
did not bother to look.  He knew what would happen.


            Suddenly,
the Sentinel Trees on either side of Amanda whipped out with their tendrils,
wrapping them firmly around her.  She was stopped safely, and slowly moved
toward the rim of the mountain.


            David
said, "Did it never occur to you to wonder how I managed to survive you
pushing me off the mountain without so much as a scratch?  Geez, you
really are a colossally stupid prick, aren't you?"


            Marcus
turned back to David, enraged.  He completely forgot about Amanda now.


            Marcus
seethed, and he pointed his wand at David.  Marcus screamed, "Penneth
-"


            Before
Marcus could finish, David flicked his wand and said, "Terbalik!"


            "-
lygoden!" Marcus finished.  His spell blasted toward David,
then met David's terbalik spell halfway, and rebounded, slamming into Marcus
himself.  Marcus' head suddenly changed.  His nose grew long, like a
snout, and his ears moved up and back, becoming furry.  His entire head,
in fact, grew fur, until his head looked like it belonged on a giant mouse.


            David
heard laughter from the dorm.


            Marcus
screamed in rage, though it came out as something of a squeak.  Before David
could really take advantage of things, Marcus pointed his wand at himself and
screamed, "Zurukken!"  His head was quickly back to
normal.  A distinct downgrade, David thought.


            While
Marcus was allowing his head to shrink back to normal size and shape, David
pointed his wand and said, "Kiskisippet!"  A small spark
flew out of David's wand and bounced all over Marcus' body.  Marcus was
zapped each time the spark touched him, and he danced, trying to get away from
the damned thing.


            Marcus
had no luck in doing away with David's spell.  He knew the only sure way
to get rid of it was to distract David.  Marcus waved his wand and
shouted, "Bara!"


            David's
feet were suddenly taken out from under him, and he fell to the ground. 
His concentration broken, the zapping spell dissipated, and Marcus was instantly
relieved of his pain.  He made to send a more destructive spell David's
way, but suddenly, he was confronted by a giant dragon right in front of him.


            Marcus
leapt sideways, just as he realized that the dragon must, of course, be an
illusion.  Unfortunately, he was already in the air when he reached that
conclusion, and by then it was much too late.  David faded the illusion
and cast a fireball spell, launching it at Marcus.


            Marcus
tried to roll out of the way, but the fireball caught him on the shoulder,
burning a large hole into his overcoat and bruising his arm.


            "Fuck,"
Marcus muttered as he rose.  He growled out, "Yampira!"


            A
basketball-sized ball of light flew from Marcus' wand, impacting David in the chest. 
David was thrown twenty feet before he hit the ground, and he rolled another
ten feet before he came to a stop.


            Where
the fuck did he learn that one? David asked himself.  Before he had
time to consider that more carefully, he heard him muttering some other
spell.  Rather than wait to find out what it was, David simply rolled
further away.  He was just in time to miss getting zapped with a small
bolt of lightning issuing from Marcus' wand tip.


            David
rolled up to his feet, grumbling at his soreness and absently brushing dirt off
his coat.  He hollered, "Pichac!" and Marcus was forcibly
shoved to the ground.  His head hit the dirt, and he was dazed for a
second, but not long enough for David to do anything.


            Suddenly,
several bright flashes of light obscured David's vision.  He closed his
eyes against them, but he could even see them through his eyelids.  Just
as the lights faded, David felt a strong shove, and he fell backward.  He
kept his head from hitting the dirt, but his back was rather sore now, and he'd
had the wind knocked out of him.


            Motherfucker
used my spell!  Use your own goddamned shit!


            While
David was trying to get his breath back - something he momentarily forgot he
did not need to do - Marcus ran up and kicked him in the side, hard.  He
hoped to break some of David's ribs, thus making it much harder for him to
fight effectively.  David, however, swiveled around and lashed out with
his foot straight to Marcus' knee.


            Marcus
screamed in pain as he went down, rolling on the ground and grabbing his
knee.  David took the opportunity to get to his feet.  He moved away
from Marcus, actually walking to where Marcus had originally been
standing.  He looked over to see Amanda actually sitting in the Sentinel
Tree.  He nodded to her, and she waved with a very slight smile.


            While
David was distracted by checking on Amanda, Marcus had finally gotten back to
his feet.  He shouted out, "Caligius!"


            David
felt the wave of nausea and dizziness wash over him, and he almost went to the
ground.  He closed his eyes against the discomfort, and put his hand to
his heart.


            "Caput
calitatem," he muttered, and his head was instantly cleared.


            As
David turned back to face his opponent, Marcus intoned, "Spritzwasser!"


            Suddenly,
a deluge of water burst up out of the moat and washed over David.  It
wasn't strong enough to knock him around, but it drenched his clothes, which
annoyed him quite a bit.  He growled in anger as he muttered,
"Castite thate," which instantly dried him.


            While
he was doing that, however, he could not react to what Marcus was doing. 
Marcus called out, "Uchafu wingu!"


            The
ground in front of David erupted into a big cloud of dust, making it hard to
see.  David decided to ignore this particular spell, in favor of one of
his own.  He knew where Marcus was; he didn't need to see him clearly.


            The
spell he chose was one Marcus had already used on him.  He figured
turnabout was fair play.  "Yampira!" he called, and a green ball
of light shot out of his wand.


            Marcus
was caught in the shoulder, as he had moved just as the spell was cast. 
It knocked the wand out of his hand, and he grabbed at his shoulder, which was
burning with the pain.  He looked daggers at David as he reached down for
his wand.


            David
waited to see what Marcus was going to do.  Marcus gripped his wand
firmly, and then spit out, "Caligiamate!"


            David
was dropped to his knees as the waves of dizziness and nausea gripped
him.  This was a more drastic version of the simple dizziness spell, and
he couldn't even see straight.  He scrunched his eyes closed against the
feeling of sickness, and once again put his hand to his chest.


            "Caput
calitatem!" he intoned vigorously.  Instantly, his head
cleared.  It was amazing to David how well this spell worked for
him.  He didn't even feel the need to shake his head.  He rose to his
feet very quickly, surprising Marcus, who had expected to have plenty of time
to come up with something else to do to him.


            David
didn't give him any more time to consider it, either.  "Bara!"
he shouted, and Marcus began to fall to the ground.  Before he could hit,
however, David shouted, "Pichac!  Pichac!  Pichac!" 
Each time David cast the shoving spell, Marcus was pushed into the air
slightly, causing him to tumble, his body parts randomly hitting the ground as
he went.  David let him loose after several incantations of the hex.


            David
did not let up on Marcus, however.  He once again called out,
"Kiskisippet," and the spark once again danced over Marcus' body,
causing him little pinches of pain.


            Marcus
struggled to his feet and screamed out, "Sakti!"  This
was a much larger and slower energy ball.  David knew that getting hit by
it would cause much more than just pain.


            Thinking
quickly, David crossed his arms and faded into invisibility.  He could
still be hit by the energy ball, but now Marcus could not see him to hit him
with it.  David crouched, and moved forward invisibly, until he was just a
few feet from Marcus, who was still controlling the sakti ball.


            David
faded back to solidity, and as he rose, he said, "Did you forget who you
were fighting?"  At that point, David punched him as hard as he could
in the face.  The energy ball immediately dissipated, and Marcus fell to
the ground, his nose bleeding.


            "You
son of a bitch!" Marcus screamed as he scrabbled to his feet.  Marcus
made to swing on David, but David suddenly called forth a swarm of butterflies,
and Marcus couldn't make out where David was.


            David,
however, had a clear view, and he delivered a right cross to Marcus' jaw,
sending him to the ground once more.  He ended the butterfly charm, and
was about to zap Marcus again, but Marcus cast the tripping spell.


            As
David fell to the ground, Marcus got to his feet with murder in his eyes.


            David
heard Marcus casting the same lightning spell he had missed with before. 
David rolled toward Marcus just as the spell was finished, thus making Marcus
miss him again.


            He's
not very good with that spell, is he? David thought to himself.


            David
was now looking almost directly up at Marcus.  He said,
"Pichac!" and Marcus was pushed upward, off his feet, and then fell
backward, rolling backward until he could make it back to his feet.  By
that time, David was also upright.


            "Okina
hono ventus!" David called out.  A gout of flame erupted from his
wand and engulfed Marcus, setting his coat ablaze.  David ended the spell
before it actually started burning Marcus, but it forced Marcus to strip off
the remains of his overcoat.  While Marcus was doing that, David cast the
zapping spell one more time.  He really liked watching Marcus fidget.


            He
was, however, getting tired of the fight.  It appeared that they were too
evenly matched, and that it would ultimately come down to who got tired
first.  David tried to decide how he could wrap this up.


            Before
David came to a conclusion, Marcus wheeled on him.  He shouted something
that sounded like a curse, but ended up being a spell.  A swarm of giant
bees rushed at David from every direction.  He recognized it almost
immediately as an illusion spell, and so he didn't panic over them.


            Marcus'
spell was so thick that they couldn't even see each other.  David took the
opportunity to fade again, and he walked clear of the bee cloud, over to where
Marcus was standing.  


            Marcus
was enjoying what he thought was David's torment, and so David had the time to
stand and consider what to do next.  He did know a few spells that would
end the fight, but they would also seriously injure Marcus, and as much as he
hated him, he didn't want to go to real wizard prison, or get kicked out
of school, so he couldn't do those.  He stood for a solid minute trying to
think of how to end the fight.


            Marcus
finally realized that David was being much too easy all of a sudden, and so he
ended his spell, only to find that David was no longer present.


            "Coward! 
Ran off like a little girl, didn't you!" he cried out.


            David
suddenly appeared in front of him, and grabbed him by the throat.


            "You
have no place calling anyone a coward, Markie-boy.  You've spent your
entire year casting spells from behind trees, or having other people doing your
dirty work for you.  If there is a coward in this fight, it is you, ten
times over."


            David
was squeezing Marcus' throat so hard that it would have been almost impossible
for Marcus to cast any spell.  That gave David an idea.  He didn't
think he had the strength with one hand to choke the guy out, but he knew one
other way to make him unconscious.


            "This
fight bores me," David said.  "You bore me.  You're really
not worth my attention, so I'm ending this fight now."


            David
closed his eyes and took a deep breath.  He now had to do something that
he had long tried to keep himself from doing.  He did not open his eyes,
but he raised his wand until it was right in front of Marcus' eyes.


            Quickly,
so Marcus would not have time to react to it, David shouted, "LUX
LUCIS!"


            The
light that was emitted by David's wand rivaled the setting sun, and it erupted
right in front of Marcus' eyes.  Marcus was instantly unconscious, and
David let go of him as he fell.


            As
David ended his lux lucis spell, he heard a splash.  He opened his eyes to
see that Marcus had fallen into the moat.  David had not realized that
they had wandered so close to the edge.


            Dammit,
now I have to go in after him.  David would not let the guy drown, for
the same reason he could not use his other spells on him.


            David
sighed, put away his wand, and waded into the moat.  Luckily for David,
Marcus had not floated too far out, and so they had not reached the
drop-off.  He merely had to haul the bastard back onto dry land.  He
checked him to make sure he was breathing.  Once he was assured of that,
he left him where he was and walked away.  He looked around at the
students who were watching.


            Suddenly,
they all applauded.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Okay,
I've heard his side of the story.  Now I want to hear yours." Dean
Lengel said.  For once, she was actually stern with David.  She did
not like fighting on her campus.


            "Yesterday,
at lunch, a student that I don't know approached me, and told me that he had a
message from Marcus.  I was to meet Marcus at a certain place, or he would
kill my girlfriend."


            "Kill?"
one of the other professors asked.  The board of discipline was not
convened formally, but they were present for this discussion.


            "That
was the word used by the student," David confirmed.


            "Why
didn't you come to me?" the dean demanded.


            "You
know the answer to that.  The only way I was ever going to get Marcus off
my back was to show him how unpleasant it could get if he didn't leave me
alone.  This was merely the easiest opportunity."


            "So,
when you showed up, what happened?"


            "He
had taken Amanda hostage.  He had her by the arm."


            "He
claims that you told him to throw her over the edge," one of the
other professors said.


            "I
did."


            "Why?"
Dean Lengel asked.


            "I
wanted her out of the line of fire."


            "So
you told him to throw her off a cliff?" she asked incredulously.


            David
rolled his eyes.  "Dean, you know that I already know about the
Sentinel Trees.  I knew she was much safer going in that direction
than dealing with whatever might be in the moat."


            "Okay,
fair enough, I guess.  Then what happened?"


            "He
tried to morph me, I stopped him... and then we fought."


            "He
says you destroyed his coat," one of the board commented.


            "I
did, during the fight, use a flame spell that consumed his coat.  If
necessary, I will have it replaced."


            "How
many people would you say witnessed this fight?" another board member
asked.


            "At
least a hundred.  Probably more.  They were lining Thunderbird Dorm,
and they were up on the terrace, as well."


            "Were
there any professors present?" Dean Lengel asked knowingly.


            "Yes."


            "Who?"
A board member asked.


            "I
refuse to answer that question."


            "Why?"


            "Because
answering it will get someone into trouble for not stopping us."


            "I
know who it was, David," Dean Lengel said.


            "Unless
someone else told you, ma'am, you think you know who it was.  You
cannot prove it, and I'm not going to give you the proof to get them into hot
water."


            "That's
rather nice maneuvering," one of the board said.  "Perhaps you
should be a legislator."


            "No
thanks."


            "So,"
the head member of the board said, "let me see if I have your version of
the story straight.  You went to that place yesterday under the impression
that someone's life was in danger.  You moved the person whose life
apparently was in danger, to safety, and then you fought someone who has
been a personal antagonist all year long.  Is that about the size of
it?"


            "Yes."


            "How
did you beat him?  The students we've talked to weren't able to identify
the final spell you used."


            David
snorted.  "You apparently didn't talk to anyone who took Charms and
Hexes with me.  It was a simple lux lucis spell.  I just... reverted
to my old lack of control over it."


            "I
don't understand."


            David
explained to them how he had started out with his wand, and how Prof. Phillips
had helped him overcome the issue.


            "I
see.  So you simply used something that came naturally to you.  Why
didn't you use it at the start?"


            "I
didn't think of it.  Plus, that would not have gotten the desired result,
either.  If I used one "trick" spell on him to beat him, that
would not show him that I am his equal in a fight.  I cannot guarantee
that he will get the message now, but I feel justified in how I handled the
situation."


            The
board nodded at him.  "We will need to consider all of
this."  The board left the room, and it was just David and the dean.


            "Why
didn't Prof. Stott stop you?" she asked him, now that they were alone.


            David
looked at her blankly.  "I will neither confirm nor deny that she was
present, Dean Lengel.  If you're going to go on a witch hunt, I'm not
going to hand you the torch.  Besides, I think you can probably figure out
why, if she was present, she wouldn't have stopped me."


            Dean
Lengel looked sharply at David.  "I don't like your tone,
David.  I'm trying to see your side of this, but you're making it hard for
me to want to help you."


            "I'm
sorry, ma'am.  I fully expect to get into some kind of serious trouble for
this, but I'm not going to take anybody with me."


            Dean
Lengel's look softened.  "You're not going to get into any trouble
from me, David.  This one is out of my hands.  Actions this
severe go to the board of discipline.  I'm just unsure why one of our
professors would let it go this far without calling on me."


            "Hypothetically,
perhaps this professor knew the situation well enough to know that delaying the
confrontation would only make things worse."


            Dean
Lengel pursed her lips, then nodded.  "I can accept that as a
possibility."


            After
a long moment of silence, David said, "How long do you think it will be
before they reach a decision?"


            "I
don't know.  This one could take them a while.  A couple days,
even."


            "Wonderful,"
David said.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            



















	
	
		



    
    
    

Chapter 12: May


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
arose the following morning well before the sun, as usual.  He took the
opportunity to take his shower in peace, but then he wasn't sure what to do
with himself.  He decided that he would just take a walk around the
grounds, even though it was still dark out.


            "Jailla?"
he whispered.  The bird raised his head sleepily.  "I'm going
for a walk, and I'll probably be gone for a while.  You want to come with,
or you want to wait here?"


            Jailla
hopped onto David's proffered hand, and then walked his way up to his
shoulder.  He then promptly went right back to sleep.


            "Hmph. 
Some companion you're going to be," David whispered to himself.  He
was quiet when he left the room, so as not to wake Jim.


            David
made his way up to the terrace, and simply began to walk.  He was
concerned, as he had not yet heard anything from the board of discipline
concerning his future.  The fight with Marcus had happened two days
before, and he was anxious to find out what they were going to do to him.


            After
making a full circuit of the terrace, David made his way up to the Academy
level, and began to walk around it.  He had been walking slowly, and it
was nearing sunrise.  Jailla began to perk up as David passed by Beckett
Hall, which faced to the east.  The first rays of the sun peeked over the
horizon just as David was approaching the library.


            Suddenly,
David saw movement beneath him, on the terrace.  He stopped and looked
down, and realized it wasn't movement, but growth.  Blooming into existence,
right before his eyes, were thousands upon thousands of flowers and plants of
every shade of the rainbow.  Where the sun touched, the flowers
bloomed.  He could watch as the line of foliage marched with the sunlight
across the terrace.  It was fascinating, and David stood,
spellbound.  As the border of the flowered area moved beyond his sight, he
walked with it, following so he could watch.


            Finally,
the flowers had filled all of the terrace except for the extreme western
edge.  He knew that the sun would not hit this area for hours, and so the
flowers would probably not appear there for a while.


            "Happy
Fae Day, Jailla," David said.


            Jailla
chirped softly, and then flew off, to explore the new flora.


-----


            David
stayed to watch the flowers progress even through the shadowy western
area.  He had nothing else to do, after all.  By the time he was
ready to go eat breakfast, most of the terrace was covered in brightly colored
foliage.


            As
he was about to head off for the cafeteria, he remembered there was one more
thing he had to do today.  He pulled out his mirror, dialed, and said,
"Misty Inverness."


            In
just a second, Misty popped into being.  She showed up full-sized, which
David had never seen her do before.  "Good morning, David!"


            "Good
morning, Misty.  How are you today?"


            "Glorious!"


            "I'm
glad you're in such a great mood.  Seems a shame that they make you guys
do all this on your special day, but it is beautiful."


            "They
don't make us, David.  They let us!  All of the rest of
the year, we have to follow their landscaping plans.  Ugh, how dull. 
On Fae Day, they let us decorate how we want to!"


            "Oh. 
I see.  Well, I think you all did a great job."


            Misty
giggled.  "Did you need me for something?" she asked.


            "I
wanted to give you your birthday present," he told her.


            Misty
looked confused.  "David, I wasn't born.  You know that.  I
was..."


            "Yes,
you were created... but you still came into being on Fae Day, right?"


            "Yes..."


            "So,
this is your birthday."  He pulled out a small box and handed it to her. 
Misty smiled at him tolerantly, and opened the box.  She smiled widely as
she pulled out of the box a crystal rose.  It was made from pink-tinted
crystal, and the sunlight shining through it cast sparkles in every direction.


            "It's
beautiful," she said.


            "Well,
nothing compared to the job you guys just did, but I just wanted to say Happy
Birthday, and thanks for putting up with me."


            Misty
smiled at him, and then did something uncharacteristic.  She gave him a
hug.  When she stepped back, she looked at him oddly.  "Your
intentions have cleared," she said.


            "Took
care of the idiot," he told her.


            Misty
nodded.  "Thank you, David, for thinking of me.  I will put this
in a place of honor."


            "I
wasn't sure you actually had a home to put it in... Where do fairies
live?"


            "We
have communal homes, actually.  We do rest at night, and have meetings to
plan and talk about things.  I am going to place this in our
gallery."


            "I'm
glad you like it," David said, a little nonplussed.  He didn't think
it was all that special.


            "People
so seldom think of us fairies.  It's nice to be remembered.  Have a
great Fae Day, David."


            "You,
too," he replied.


            Misty
smiled, spun about, and disappeared.


            David
scratched his head, shrugged, and headed for breakfast.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
entered Dean Lengel's office with a bit of trepidation.  Once again, the
board of discipline had been convened.  The dean motioned David to his
place, which was not beside her, this time.  He faced the board of
discipline, and standing next to him, although not too close, was Marcus.


            "This
disciplinary meeting is hereby convened," the dean intoned. 
"This meeting has been called in the understanding that the facts of the
matter have already been ascertained, and that a judgment has been reached by
the board.  This meeting is convened to announce the judgment of the
board, and to mete out any punishment as the board or the dean see fit.


            "What
is the board's decision?"


            The
head of the board of discipline rose.  "It is our judgment that,
first, a fight involving magic did, in fact, occur.  This is not in
dispute by either party, and even if it were, there are literally hundreds of
witnesses.


            "Further,
we believe that Marcus Savolar did, in fact, initiate the confrontation by
taking into his custody Amanda Master against her will.


            "Next,
we believe that Marcus Savolar did, in fact, perform the first incantation of
the fight, which was an attempt to morph David Stroud, which would, of course,
have forced him into ghost form.


            "Fourth,
we conclude that David Stroud did, in fact, destroy Marcus' Savolar's overcoat
by means of some spell or combination of spells.


            "Finally,
we conclude that, had David Stroud not chosen to act, Marcus Savolar would probably
have died at the end of the fight."


            "Could
you explain that last, please?" the dean asked.


            "Something
neither of the accused related to us, however several of the witnesses did. 
The fight ended when David Stroud performed lux lucis, thus rendering Marcus
Savolar unconscious.  When Mr. Savolar collapsed, he fell into the
moat.  Mr. Stroud subsequently entered the water to pull Mr. Savolar to
the shore.  He left him on dry land, and walked away.  Mr. Savolar
did not awaken for several minutes.  We judge from this that, had he not
been pulled out of the water, he would most likely have drowned before anyone
else could have retrieved him."


            "I
see."  She turned to the two students.  "Does either of you
have anything to say before punishment is announced?"


            Neither
of them did.


            "Very
well.  Does the board of discipline wish to suggest punishment at this
time?"


            "It
is our recommendation that Marcus Savolar be placed in detention housing for
the remainder of the semester, and that he be forced to make a formal and
public apology to Ms. Master for violating her personal sovereignty.


            "It
is also our recommendation that David Stroud be required to pay for a
replacement for the coat he damaged during the fight."


            "That's
it?" Marcus demanded.  "You put me in detention, and all he has
to do is buy a damned coat?"


            "Mr.
Savolar," Dean Lengel said shortly.  "You should be grateful
that we are not handing you over to the Rimohrs for kidnapping and attempted
murder.  Your actions this year have been grossly criminal, and the only
reason you have not been expelled from this school outright is that we cannot
prove legally that you did them.  Don't be fooled into thinking that we
don't know your involvement.  Count your blessings that you will spend a
few weeks in detention, rather than sixty years in Barnard Hill." 
Barnard Hill was a maximum-security wizard prison that was known to be a
horribly unpleasant place to live.  Marcus actually shuddered at the
thought.


            "Have
you replaced your coat yet, Mr. Savolar?"


            "No,"
he said stiffly.


            "Mr.
Stroud, you will provide the cost of a new coat of the same style, to be
obtained from Madame deChagny's Magical Wears."


            "Yes,
ma'am.  In fact, I will pay for any coat he wishes to buy from her."


            Marcus
sneered at him, and the dean nodded.  Turning to the board of discipline,
she asked, "Is there anything further?"


            "No,
Madame Dean."


            "Very
well.  The board is adjourned.  Mr. Savolar, you will wait out in the
anteroom for your escort."


            Everyone
left except David, who had not been dismissed.


            "Why
did you offer to buy him an even better coat?" Dean Lengel asked him after
she had called for Marcus' escort.


            "Did
you see the look on his face?  No better way to irritate your enemies than
to be nice to them."


            Dean
Lengel laughed.  She said, "I cannot say I appreciate you fighting on
my campus, David.  But I do understand you didn't really have a
choice.  And to find out that you saved his life..."


            "I
didn't want that on my conscience.  It would have made all the crap that
he and others have been saying about demighosts legitimate."


            The
dean nodded.  "Do you need a note for class?"


            "Oh,
yes, ma'am.  I have Prof. Thropp's class right now.  I don't want to
even consider walking in late without an official permit."


            The
dean laughed again as she wrote out a note.  She handed it to him, and
then asked, "Do you think this will be the end of the trouble?"


            "Well,
with him in detention, I figure his friends won't give me any grief for the
rest of the year.  What happens next year... we'll just have to see."


            "What
about the rest of the school?  Do you think the other students will
continue to be a problem?"


            "I
don't know.  They applauded after I beat Marcus.  I don't know what
to think anymore."


            "Really? 
Well.  Head on to class."


            "Yes,
ma'am.  Thank you."


-----


            "That's
it?  Detention?" Gwen huffed.  "They should have sent that
bastard to prison!"


            David
chuckled at Gwen's fury.  He was just happy to have the whole thing behind
him.  He only hoped that the school as a whole would just give it a rest
now.


            "And
what's your punishment?" Olissa asked.


            Gwen
turned on her.  "You think he should be punished?"


            Olissa
looked at her and said, "In cases of fighting, both sides usually
receive punishment."


            David
said, "They're making me replace his coat, since I destroyed it during the
fight."


            "That's
all?" Olissa asked, somewhat surprised.


            "Yeah."


            "Good,"
Gwen said.  "Not that I think he deserves a coat.  Certainly not
one with Woodward's badge on it."


            "How
is Amanda?" Olissa asked.


            David
replied, "I haven't seen her since the fight.  I'm assuming she's
fine."


            Olissa
nodded.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Hey,
Amanda," David said as he sat down next to her in Potions class.


            "'Toss
the bitch'?" she said as she turned to him.


            David
smirked.  "I was trying to get you out of the line of fire."


            "And
if those trees had not saved me?"


            David
snorted.  "I think Dean Lengel, and whatever wizards put them there,
would have a coronary at the suggestion."


            Amanda
giggled.  "I'm glad you beat him.  He was a jerk."


            "Still
is a jerk.  We just don't have to see him for the rest of the year."


            "Where
did he go?"


            "Detention."


            "So...
there's no real punishment for what he did?"


            "Not
as such, no.  Oh, he's supposed to apologize to you, in public, at some
point.  I don't know when that will happen."


            "That's
something, I guess.  He gets to be humiliated, and that's good."


            "So,
you ready for finals next week?"


            Amanda
shuddered.  "Don't remind me.  I still don't feel like I'm
caught up in this class."


            "Do
you want to come over this weekend, and we can study it?"


            "David,
I don't..."


            David
raised his hand.  "Just study.  I heard you when you said
you couldn't date me any more.  Does that mean we can't be friends?"


            Amanda
sighed in relief.  "Okay, yeah, I could sure use the help."


            "All
right, class," Prof. Stott said at that point, "Today, we begin our review
in earnest."


-----


            Near
the end of Potions class, David and Amanda had finished their potions, and were
each looking over their notes.  Suddenly, a boy named Leonard stepped up
to David and said, "Stroud?"


            David
looked up.  Leonard had never spoken to him before.  David knew that
he had taken part in the early hazing days, throwing rocks and calling
names.  He had not been part of Marcus' crew, but he had certainly not
been friendly.


            "Yeah?"
David asked neutrally.


            "I
don't suppose I could trouble you for a little help with this stuff? 
Prof. Stott is busy with someone else, and I'm just not getting this to
work."


            David
raised an eyebrow in surprise.  He looked over at Amanda, who was as
shocked as he was.


            David
looked back and said, "Sure, I guess."  He closed his notebook,
and put it back in his backpack.  To Amanda, he said, "Keep an eye on
this for me, okay?"  She nodded, and then David turned back to
Leonard.


            "What
seems to be the trouble?"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
joined the crowd out in front of Savage Hall to wait for Prof. Schmidt. 
This was the second seminar this year on magical creatures, and David wanted to
make sure he saw what was here.  He stayed on the edge of the group,
because he was still wary of pranksters.  Also, he wanted to make himself
easy to find, just in case Prof. Schmidt wanted to use him as a guinea pig
again.


            Prof.
Schmidt emerged from the stable area, and motioned the crowd over to him. 
There, he began his lecture.


            "Good
morning, students.  Today is the Magical Creatures Familiarization Seminar
on Canine and Feline Species.  We have eight animals to review today, so
let's get on with it, shall we?  Walk this way."


            The
professor led them over to a pen which housed a recognizable creature.  It
was a three-headed dog.


            "This
is Cerberus, the three-headed dog.  Contrary to Earth legend, he does not
guard the entrance to Haven.  In actuality, he is a very happy pet of the
king, here on loan.  I'm going to ask that you not pet him, because he's
hyper, and someone might get injured accidentally.  He's quite friendly...
in fact, a little too friendly, at times, given his size."  Cerberus
was about twice the size of a hellhound, which David could see lying in the
grass several yards away.


            "Moving
on," the professor said.  He walked toward where the hellhound was
lying.  As the group approached, the hellhound rose, its nose
twitching.  Suddenly, its ears perked up, and it bounded toward the
group.  Several people screamed, and most people backed away.  David
didn't back away, but he realized the animal was coming straight at him. 
It was when he noticed the hound's tail was wagging that he relaxed a little
bit.


            The
hellhound ran a circle around David, and then shoved his head against David's
chest.  David snorted, and then scratched the huge canine between the
ears.  The hellhound pressed against him, his tail wagging and his tongue
lolling.  Finally, David finished up.


            "Go
on," he told the animal.  It did, with a bit of a whine.  The
rest of the group chuckled.


            Prof.
Schmidt said, "Apparently this hound was borrowed from your gate,
David."  To the group as a whole, he said, "If you're from
Earth, you'll have already seen at least one of these.  This is a
hellhound.  They are guardian animals, and they protect the gates between
Earth and Dugerra.  Only magical beings are permitted into Dugerra, and
the hellhounds enforce that rule.  They will not interfere with the
passage of a wizard, so you need not fear them at all.  And, as you can
see, if they recognize you, they can be quite affectionate.  Unlike
Cerberus, they are a little more controlled in their enthusiasm.  If you
would like, you can pet him.  Hellhounds do not have names, as they are
not pets.  If they have a name, it is known only amongst themselves."


            Several
of the students approached the hellhound to pet him.  The hound took the
opportunity to romp and play with them.  Freed from his normal duties as a
guard dog, he was enjoying his play time.


            After
some time, the professor had the students move on.  The next canine was
somewhere between the size of the hellhound and Cerberus, and he looked rather
nasty.


            "This,
students, is a dire wolf.  He is chained for your protection.  If you
see one of these in the wild, pray that there is some large barrier between you
and it.  If there isn't, I would recommend you have your wand at the
ready, unless you like being lunch.


            "Dire
wolves hunt in small packs of four or five.  Any more than that, and they
start fighting amongst themselves until they drive out the weakest of their
members.  These animals have magical speed, and can run faster than
anything you can imagine.  Quite a lot faster than the cheetah. 
Also, do not stare them in the eyes.  They can fixate you with their
gaze.  It is a sort of paralysis magic, making you much easier to kill and
eat.


            "Dire
wolves live mostly in Vrudena, but there are some in extreme northern
Callamandia, as well.  Just be very careful when moving through forests,
especially at night.  Unlike a normal wolf, which will usually go out of
its way to avoid you, a dire wolf will see you as little more than an easy
meal.  They are known man-killers.  For obvious reasons, you will not
be interacting with this creature.  Let's move along, shall we?"


            The
group chuckled on arriving at the next pen, because what was inside it was no
canine, but in fact, a giraffe.


            "Despite
appearances, and how the devil he has ever seen a giraffe, I have no
clue, this is a canine species.  This is a tanuki, the magical raccoon
dog.  If the rascal would take his normal form..."  Prof.
Schmidt picked up some treats and waved them at the 'giraffe'.  Suddenly,
the creature morphed, and rapidly took the shape of a small canine that
somewhat resembled a raccoon.  It rushed over to get the treat the
professor was still holding out for it.


            "Tanuki
are no danger to humans, even if they take on an apparently-dangerous form,
such as that of a tiger or a dire wolf.  They love to play, and are quite
mischievous.  They usually change forms to get attention, though they do
also use it to protect themselves from other animals.  Should you see one
in the wild, just ignore it... or play with it, if you have the free
time.  I'm sure they will appreciate it.


            "You
may feel free to pet this one.  It is my pet, actually, and his name is
Nook."


            Most
of the students, including David, came up to pet the tanuki, which seemed to
love the attention.  Finally, when everyone had their chance, the
professor continued.


            "That
concludes our review of canine species.  The next four animals will cover
feline species.  Please, walk with me."


            The
students all followed the professor around to the back of the Animal Annex, to
somewhat smaller pens.  Inside of one was a creature that David stared at,
blinking several times.  He was sure he wasn't seeing right.  It
looked like a slightly overgrown lion, only...


            "This
is a sphinx," Prof. Schmidt told them.  "It has the body of a
lion, and the head of a person.  Most sphinxes are female.  Male
sphinxes generally have wings.  Why only the males have wings, we don't
know.  Also, the males tend to be much more aggressive, while the female
sphinxes are merely enigmatic."


            "What's
unusual about that?" one of the students asked out loud.  The
group laughed.


            "You
will find conversation with a female sphinx to be difficult.  They tend to
speak in riddles, allegories, and half-revealed truths.


            "You
will find conversation with a male sphinx to be brief, usually followed by him
trying to kill you.  Should you be confronted by a male sphinx, my best
suggestion would be to go someplace he cannot fly into.  He is still a
powerful creature on the ground, but without the ability of flight, he is far
less dangerous.


            "I
would allow you to talk to the sphinx, but, really, you don't need the
headache."


            Throughout
all of this, the sphinx merely sat there in the grass, her head up, staring at
them.  She had not uttered a sound.  David gave her one last look as
the group moved on.


            The
next creature, David felt probably ought to be chained, but it wasn't.


            "This
is a griffin," Prof. Schmidt told them all unnecessarily.  "The
head and forelegs of a bird of prey, and the rest of its body some form of
cat.  The typical griffin most people are familiar with is the eagle/lion
breed, but they are actually the second-least common version.  Smaller
breeds are more likely to be seen, such as the osprey/leopard, or the
kite/lynx.  Obviously, the larger a griffin is, the more damage it can
do, but for the most part, they tend to leave people alone as long as they are
not persecuted.  This one, in fact, happens to be rather fond of folks, so
if you feel comfortable enough, you can go up and pet it.  I would ask
that you keep the people directly around him to less than five at a time."


            David
was one of the first to approach the animal.  Everyone was leery, but he
figured he was the safest among them.  As he stepped up, the griffin
cocked its head at him, and then it spread its wings and play-bowed at
him.  David grinned and stroked its head, and then the other students
slowly came up to pet it.


            Once
David had his fill, he walked away.  He ended up next to the professor.


            "Professor,
you said that the eagle/lion was the second-least common version. 
What is the most uncommon?"


            "That
would be the eagle/tiger breed.  Exceptionally large, often cranky, but
reclusive.  Even if you go hunting for griffins, you're not likely to find
one."


            "And
the smallest of the griffins?"


            "That
would be the kite/lynx.  Many people actually keep kite/lynxes as house pets."


            "Are
they good for that?"


            "If
they're hand-raised, yes.  Otherwise, they're a bit unruly."


            David
nodded.


            After
everyone who wanted a turn had got one - and less than half of the students
felt safe approaching something that looked very dangerous - Prof. Schmidt had
them move on.


            "Students,
these two ladies will present the last two creatures to you.  This is
Princess Serena, and Princess Krysta, from Mirelia.  Highnesses,"
Prof. Schmidt said, motioning them forward.


            Krysta
stepped forward first.  She had short blonde hair and an almost boyish
body, but trim and muscular.  Her gaze was open and friendly.


            "Hi,
everyone.  I am Krysta, Guardian of the Waters of Mirelia.  My
sisters and I protect the land.  To help me with that task is my buddy
Huron, here.  Huron is a water cat."


            Huron
was a large, stocky animal the size of a bengal tiger.  He was colored
blue, with a patch of white on either side of his head, and white on his
underbelly.  Faint streaks of lighter blue could be seen running through his
fur that reminded David of a swimming pool.


            "Water
cats, as their name implies, love the water.  In fact, he rarely leaves it
unless I ask him to.  They can breathe underwater, and so they never have
to surface.  They eat mostly fish, though they will occasionally take prey
at the water's edge.


            "Whether
or not a water cat is dangerous depends mostly on you and the cat.  If you
encounter one on land, just make sure you don't get between it and the water;
their first reaction will be to flee to their 'home'.  In the water, they
may approach you.  If they do so slowly, then feel free to let them get as
close as you feel comfortable with.  Most of them will respect a safe
distance if you back away.


            "If,
however, they are swimming toward you full speed, then you are in danger, and
you should find some means of defending yourself.  Swimming away is
probably not your best option, however, as they are massively powerful
swimmers, despite their size."


            "How
does he help you protect the land?" one student asked.


            "Water
cats have phenomenal powers of navigation.  I use that to help me get
around.  Also, as my familiar, he often grants me the ability to breathe
underwater, as well."


            "Familiars
can do that?" David asked Professor Schmidt, who he was still standing next
to.


            "If
you have been with your familiar long enough, they can grant you some of their
abilities, or in some other way be useful to you.  It never happens in the
first few years, however.


            David
nodded.  Krysta continued to talk for a little while, relating a story
about the last 'mission' her and Huron had gone on.  While she talked,
Huron paced in front of the crowd.  He nudged several of the front row,
who all backed away.  When he nudged David, however, David put his hand on
the animal's head.  Huron paused for the scratching that he had been
seeking, and then he moved on, continuing his pacing.


            "Awfully
bold," Prof. Schmidt said to David.


            "I'm
already dead," David replied.  "What else can he do to me?"


            Once
Krysta had finished, Serena stepped forward.  Her blue-tinged white hair
flowed in the breeze.  Her gray eyes were piercing as she surveyed the
crowd, and the wolf next to her kept a close eye on everyone.


            "Hello,
friends," she said.  Her voice had a soft quality, and yet she was
clearly audible.  David assumed it was magically enhanced.  "My
name is Serena, Guardian of the Spirit.  This is my familiar,
Destiny.  He is a normal wolf, except for being a familiar.


            "The
cat you are about to see is known as a Shadow Cat.  They are temple
guardians in Mirelia, and very highly intelligent.  I will bring him out
now."


            Serena
went to the doorway to the indoor animal housing, and came back with a huge
black panther.  It was at least as big as Huron.  David realized, as
he watched it move in the sun, that, though it was all black, it also had black
stripes on its body.  These only became visible because the sunlight would
glint differently off them than off the rest of the animal's fur.  Its
eyes seemed to pierce David's soul, as it stared him down.


            "This
is Arasmir.  He normally lives in the central temple of Mirelia, guarding
it with his family.  I asked him to come with me today because he had
never been outside the temple before.  As far as I know, Shadow Cats live
nowhere outside of Mirelia, so you are unlikely to encounter them unless you
travel there.  If you do happen to visit one of our temples, be aware that
the cats will prevent you from harming the temple, or being disrespectful on
temple grounds.  Otherwise, they will leave you alone.


            "I
would let you pet Arasmir, but he is feeling a bit under the weather from the
trip, and so he's a touch cranky.  Are there any questions?"


            A
couple of students asked Serena questions, but David kept feeling like the cat
was staring right at him.  His eyes never seemed to waver.  Once the
questioning was over, Serena took the cat away.


            "Professor...
does that cat have something against demighosts?"


            "Not
that I know of, why?"


            "I
felt like he was staring at me the entire time."


            Prof.
Schmidt said, "You were probably imagining it.  They are very
intimidating creatures.  However, if he was staring, perhaps he can sense
that you are different."


            "Maybe."


            Prof.
Schmidt moved forward and faced the group again.  "Let's thank Krysta
and Serena for coming today."  The students all applauded. 
"Now, that concludes this seminar.  I hope you enjoyed yourselves,
and you were able to forget about the fact that you have finals starting in two
days!"


            The
entire group groaned.  The had, in fact, been able to forget, and his
reminder was quite unwelcome.


            "Thanks
a bunch, Professor," David said with a smirk.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "All
right, you all know how this works.  You may begin your written test
now.  I will call you up individually for the potion-making portion of
your exam.  Amanda, if you would."


            Amanda
looked over at David, worried, but he gave her a smile and a nod.  He
watched her go, but then he turned his attention to his potions exam. 
While he felt no concern over getting the exam done, he was diligent about
it.  He took nothing for granted.  While he was aware that grades in
classes here meant significantly less than in an Earth college, they were still
important enough to be serious about.


            Amanda
came back shortly, a grim, but still relieved, look on her face.  Prof.
Stott called up the next student, and class went on, students walking up as their
names were called.


            Finally,
Prof. Stott called David's name.  He was on the last question of the test,
so he held up a hand to let her know he'd heard her, but finished answering the
question before he got up.  He grabbed his test and his cauldron, and made
his way to the front of the room.  He set his cauldron on the stand, and
his test on her desk.


            "Done
already?" she asked quietly.


            "Well,
it is my best subject," he told her with a grin.


            "Fine,
then.  Make me witherwart potion."


            David
pursed his lips for a second, remembered the ingredients, and then went over to
the supply shelves to get what he needed.  He returned with the necessary
flasks and containers, and then set to work.


            David
added the first three ingredients without problem, but when he added the fourth
ingredient, just as he was about to put the stopper back in the vial, he caught
a strange odor.  He sniffed the contents of the vial, and then read the
label again.


            "Professor,"
David said quietly, "this doesn't smell like vinical seed to me..."


            "Let
me see it," she said, and David handed it over.  She, too, sniffed
it, and wrinkled her nose.  "You're right, it doesn't.  It
smells like rotten waxroot seed.  Which could be a problem."


            Prof.
Stott was able to erect the containment field around David's cauldron just in
time.  The cauldron cracked and shattered, sending pieces hurling against
the shield.  Prof. Stott and David looked at each other in concern.


            A
student in the back, named Lyle, laughed, and tried to high-five his
friend.  He was one of Marcus' friends, all of whom were trying to find a
way to get back at David for getting Marcus in trouble.


            The
guy sitting next to Lyle was someone who had never spoken a kind word to
David.  He just looked at him and said, "That wasn't cool,
dude.  You don't screw with finals."


            Lyle
looked at him as if he'd grown a third arm.  "Oh, come on!  You
hate that guy as much as I do!"


            "No,
I just thought it was fun to harass him like everyone else did.  But he
fought Marcus by Marcus' rules, and still kicked his ass.  Do you
really think it would have even been a close fight if he'd played by his own
rules?  David's okay.  You guys need to just leave him alone."


            Lyle
couldn't believe he was hearing this.  He completely believed what he
heard next, though.


            "Lyle
McMillan, you will report to the dean's office for punishment.  You will
also receive a failing grade on your final exam."


            The
class oohed at that, but little more than that.  They all had a test to
finish.


            "Guess
I flunked, too, Professor.  I should have caught that.  I let my
guard down."


            Prof.
Stott snorted.  "You had every reason to trust my supplies.  I
should have been paying more attention to the... known antagonists."


            "How
did they know which ingredient to mess with, though?"  David asked.


            "A
good question.  I had everyone making the same potion, but how they would
know which potion ahead of time..."


            "Is
it the potion you're using in all of your classes?"


            "Yes. 
I use this potion every year for Potions 102."


            David
nodded.  "That's how they knew, then.  They took a chance,
though, that I would be the one who got 'got'."


            Prof.
Stott nodded.  "I wonder if he had an accomplice.  Someone who
perhaps sits closer to the supply shelf."


            "Could
be.  What do you want me to do about the exam?  My cauldron is
unusable..."


            Prof.
Stott snorted.  "Go back to your seat.  We both know you can
craft witherwart in your sleep."


            "Yes,
ma'am," David said with a smile.  He went back and sat down beside
Amanda, who could not say anything to him, as she was still working on her
test.  He opened his Enchantments and Curses book, and began to study.


-----


            "David
Stroud," Prof. Zoroaster called out quietly.  They were all in the
middle of their Divination final, and, of course, the professor was making sure
that they were all capable of practical divination, as well as the
knowledge.  David made his way up to the front of the room, and stepped
behind a partition that the professor had erected, for the sake of privacy and
noise control.


            "All
right, David.  You have shown aptitudes in crystallomancy, cartomancy, and
oneiromancy.  You have some limited skills in runic interpretation and
pyromancy, and you have no ability to speak of in astrology or
hydromancy.  Or, at least, none that we found.  We cannot easily test
you in oneiromancy, because it takes so long.  Therefore, you may choose
from crystallomancy and cartomancy for your demonstration."


            David
considered for a moment, and then said, "Crystallomancy."


            Prof.
Zoroaster nodded, and brought out his crystal ball, setting it on the table,
and motioning David to sit before it.


            "You
know what to do.  Tell me what you see."


            David
hoped that his image would change.  The only thing he'd ever been able to
see without focusing on a specific topic was the image of Olissa in the
hospital.  He hoped that the fight with Marcus might wipe that image,
since Marcus was unlikely to be hurting anyone else now.


            David
closed his eyes and brought himself into a meditative frame of mind. 
Then, he opened his eyes, and gazed into the center of the crystal ball. 
The haze inside the ball cleared, but the image he saw was the same as he had
always seen.  David saw Healer Hall working on Olissa, and he was sitting
in a chair this time, which was new.  Previously, he had been standing
over her.


            In
the vision, David looked over at Olissa, but then he turned back to a book he
was reading.  David could not make out a title, but the book was thick,
like a textbook.  David tried to pan the vision, so he could look around
the room, and he was able to, but there was nothing to see there except the
rest of the infirmary.  He made his way to a window, to look out.  He
saw green grass and filled out trees; it was as the school looked today. 
The image, disturbingly, was somewhat clearer than it had been.


            David
could think of nothing more to see from this scene, and so he pulled back out
of the vision, closing his eyes and taking a deep breath to clear himself of
the effects.  Finally, he opened his eyes and looked at Prof. Zoroaster.


            "And
what did you see today?" the professor asked.


            "It
was the same subject as usual," David said, "but a slightly different
image."


            "Different
how?"


            "I
was no longer standing at her bedside, but instead reading a book in a chair
next to her.  Also, I was able to get the vision to show me what it looked
like outside.  I was hoping to get some idea of a timeframe. 
Unfortunately, everything was green."


            "Everything?"
Prof. Zoroaster asked.


            "Yes,
why?"


            "Even
the Sentinel Trees?" Prof. Zoroaster pushed.


            David
thought for a long second, trying to see the image in his mind. 
"Yes, even those," David said finally.  "Why?"


            "Have
you not noticed that the Sentinel Trees change color throughout the year? 
If your vision shows you Sentinel Trees with green leaves, then it is the
spring season.  They are gold in summer, red in autumn, and orange in
winter."


            "Oh. 
I guess I knew that, from watching, but just never paid it any attention."


            Prof.
Zoroaster nodded.  "Observation is an important skill for a diviner,
David.  Try to cultivate that within yourself."


            "Yes,
sir."


            "You
have passed this test easily."


            David
smiled.  As he got up, he asked, "Professor... how do you know that
we're not just making this stuff up?"


            Prof.
Zoroaster grinned.  "Trust me, I know."


            David
got the message.  "Yes, sir."


            "Go
on back to your seat and finish your test."


-----


            "Come
with me, you two," Professor Edgars told David and Phil.  "Your
final exam will take place in the Great Hall."


            David
and Phil followed the professor into the Great Hall.  David had never seen
the room darkened before, but then, the doors were usually shut when he came
into the castle for class, so he figured this was probably normal.            


            "Your
final exam is an actual task.  By that, I mean that the dean has asked us
to negotiate something with the residents of the castle.  David, are there
ghosts here?"


            David
closed his eyes and centered his thoughts.  He let his mind reach out, and
he immediately felt the presence of several ghosts.  He could not identify
them, except for one, who was clearly Penny.  He opened his eyes again
when he was done.


            "Yes,
Professor.  Several."


            "Wait...
how do you know that?" Phil asked.


            Prof.
Edgars said, "As a demighost, David has some advantages over us.  I
showed him how he could see the ghosts who were present, even if they did not
make themselves visible.  You are not able to perform that little 'trick',
Phillip, and so I did not teach it to you."


            "Oh. 
Okay."


            "Did
you sense, David, whether Lord Woodward was present?"


            "I
don't know, sir.  I only recognized one of the ghosts, but I've only met
Lord Woodward once, so I'm not sure I'd recognize his energy like that."


            Prof.
Edgars nodded, and then explained, for Phil's benefit, "What he saw was
not the ghosts' physical form, but their essence.  He will only recognize
them personally if he is very familiar with them.  I would assume that the
ghost you recognized was Madame Barbonne?"


            "No,
sir.  Actually, it was my ghost advisor, Penny."


            Prof.
Edgars nodded.  "Very well.  We shall proceed on the assumption
that Lord Woodward is here."


            "I
could ask Penny, if you like, sir.  If we need to speak with Lord
Woodward, she may know where he is..."


            "We
will hold that as a fallback position.  Phillip, you will ask Lord
Woodward to come forward and speak with us.  Let him know that we have a
request from the dean."


            "Yes,
sir."  Phil stepped away from the other two, into the middle of the
room, and went into his invocation.  When he was finished, he stepped back
toward the others.  They all waited for a minute, but no one appeared.


            "Strange. 
I expected he would be here.  Your invocation was quite correct, Phillip,
have no fear of that.  David, perhaps it is time for you to call in
help?"


            "Yes,
Professor.  Um... Professor, do you want me to be formal about it? 
Penny and I speak on a very friendly basis."


            "No
need.  This is not part of your exam."


            David
nodded.  "Penny?  Can I speak to you, please?"


            Penny
appeared almost instantly, right by David's side.  "Lord Woodward
isn't in the Great Hall tonight."


            "Do
you know where he is?" David asked.


            "He
is touring the grounds.  If no one told him he was expected to be
here..."


            David
shrugged and turned to the professor.  "Professor, do we ask him to
come here, or do we go to him?"


            "Which
do you think is more appropriate?"


            "That
depends on what we're asking," David replied.  "If this is a
minor matter, then we should go to him, to disrupt his day as little as
possible.  If, however, it is an important and weighty matter, then we
should ask him to come here, because this is a more formal setting for
negotiations."


            "Very
good.  In this case, we will go to him.  This is a minor
matter.  Madame Penelope, can you take us to Lord Woodward?"


            "Yes. 
This way."


            They
made their way outside the keep, and into the courtyard.  They walked up
onto the rampart, and around until they were on the ocean side of the
castle.  There, they found Lord Woodward with Madame Barbonne.  They
appeared to be having an intimate conversation, which they ended abruptly as the
others approached.  Penny gestured, and faded, as they no longer needed
her services.


            David
stepped forward, toward Lord Woodward, and said, "My Lord, we are very
sorry to interrupt your evening.  We have brought a request from the dean
that we would like to discuss with you."


            "Very
well, get on with it," Lord Woodward said.  David looked to Prof.
Edgars.


            The
professor said, "Lord, if you are amenable, the dean would like to hold
this year's upper level graduation ceremonies in the Great Hall."


            "That's
an awful lot of people tramping through my castle," Lord Woodward objected
gruffly.


            Prof.
Edgars motioned to the two students, who looked at each other, then to the
professor... and then began their negotiation with the owner of the castle.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "All
right, class, settle down."  Prof. Thropp said this despite the fact
that no one was even whispering.  "Your exam begins as soon as I am
finished giving instructions.  For the first forty-five minutes of class,
you will be creating your own enchantment.  You will use the text. 
It must be an original enchantment; you may not copy any effect contained
within the book.


            "After
that forty-five minutes is up, you will begin your written exam.  During
the exam, I will call you up here to perform your enchantment.  You will not
have time to work on your enchantment during the written portion of the exam;
you will need at least forty minutes to complete the exam.


            "You
will have only one attempt to get your enchantment to work.  I suggest you
make it a good attempt.  Now then, begin."


            David
took a deep breath, got out his book, and began looking frantically for
something to enchant.


-----


            "David
Stroud," the professor called out.  David got up, tucking his test
into his coat pocket for safe keeping.  He made his way up to Prof.
Thropp's desk.


            "You
may proceed," she told him.


            David
pulled out his wand.


            "Enchantments
very rarely use wands, Mr. Stroud," Prof. Thropp snapped.


            "Yes,
ma'am, but if you'll notice, my wand contains a crystal at one end.  I
need the crystal as a talisman for this enchantment."


            She
looked at him askance, but then nodded.  "Carry on."


            David
took a deep breath, concentrating, and knelt before he chanted the spell. 
As he reached the end of the spell, he brought the butt end of his wand down
onto the floor.  As the crystal in his wand touched the tile, a bubble of
water appeared.


            The
bubble quickly burst, and flowed outward, covering the tile floor in water, or
so it appeared.  The enchantment was mere illusion, but it was convincing. 
Soon, the floor looked as if it wasn't a floor, but in fact water that appeared
to be a dozen feet deep, with fish swimming through it.  The water reacted
to things moving through it, splashing as David rose from his kneeling
position.


            Prof.
Thropp looked at David.  "I'm actually impressed," she said,
without cracking a smile.  "Well done, Mr. Stroud.  However, you
are aware that your spell will last nearly half a day?"


            "Yes,
ma'am."


            "Why?"


            David
shrugged.  "It's finals week.  I wanted to give everyone
something to laugh at, to lighten their mood a little."


            Prof.
Thropp stared at him, then nodded.  "You have passed.  Return to
your seat."


-----


            When
David finished his written exam in Prof. Thropp's class, she dismissed
him.  He wasn't the first person to leave.  He didn't exit the
building right away, however.  Instead, he found a place to sit, and then
watched the people who had to walk through the hallway.


            The
first person he saw was someone coming in the front door.  They were about
to take a step, then looked down, and grabbed onto the door frame.  David
chuckled at them, as they couldn't decide what to do.  They had a class to
get to, but how were they supposed to navigate the water?


            Just
then, one of David's classmates came walking out of Prof. Thropp's room. 
They, of course, knew it to be an illusion, and so just kept walking.  The
water splashed around their ankles as they walked, looking down at the
fish.  They were a bit surprised that the illusion extended this far, but
they laughed and waved at David as they passed by.


            The
student in the door looked flabbergasted at first, seeing someone walking on
water.  Then he realized that it must be an illusion.  His first
step, however, was a very tentative one.  David chuckled as the guy took a
few hesitant steps, then started walking normally.


            The
guy came over to him.


            "You
do this?"


            "Yeah."


            "Why?"


            "E&C
final exam."


            The
guy nodded.  "Nice."  And then he walked off.


-----


            David
spent a few more minutes watching people being stymied by his aquarium
illusion.   Finally, though, the rest of the students came out of
E&C, including Olissa and Gwen.


            "How
the hell did you finish the test so fast?" Gwen demanded.


            "Most
likely by getting several questions wrong," David said with a
chuckle.  He shrugged.  "I just answered as best I could, and
moved on."


            "I
didn't even finish," Gwen moped.


            "Neither
did I," Olissa said.  "I had about five questions left."


            David
could see they were both stressed and unhappy.  "Come on, guys! 
You're walking on water!  Let's go get lunch, you'll feel better."


            Gwen
looked down, and it did make her smile.  "It's a good enchantment,
David."


            "Thanks."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            With
finals over, the students were able to relax a bit.  The last two days of
class, if the teachers even asked them to show up at all, were merely a review. 
On Saturday, the gang went together to receive their grades, which were
supposed to have been posted to their mailboxes in the early morning.


            "How'd
you do?" David asked Jim.


            "Better
than expected, but still not great.  You?"


            Rather
than answer him, David turned to Olissa.  "How did you do?"


            "I
did okay.  I stumbled a little bit with Umbrasocius at first, and E&C
was a nightmare, but... I guess it'll do."


            "How
did you do?" Jim asked again.


            "Gwen? 
How about you?" David asked.


            "About
like Olissa did.  Why are you avoiding answering Jim?"


            David
showed her his report card.


            "You
fucker," she replied in awe.  Jim snatched the report out of Gwen's
hands, and read down the list of A's in every subject.


            "I
fucking hate you," Jim replied with a mix of awe and despair.  David
took his report card back.  "It's the extra study time, guys. 
If you had an extra four hours to get your work done, you'd get all A's,
too."


            "Oh,
I doubt that," Gwen said.  "An extra twenty hours a day wouldn't
have helped with Thropp."  David chuckled.


            "Where's
Devyn?" David asked Gwen.


            "Prepping
for the exam."


            "Exam? 
Finals are over.  What exam?"


            "Don't
you ever read the bulletin board?" Gwen asked with exasperation. 
"Or, hell, it's listed on your report card...  Your year-end
exam.  Your day and time should be written there."


            David
pulled out his report card again, and looked at it.  Down at the bottom,
it did say that his year-end exam would happen in the Sabrina Hall library on
Monday at 3:15pm.


            "I
thought we were through with Finals," David objected.


            "This
isn't a class test," Gwen told him.  "It's a generic wizarding
exam.  If you fail this, you will be required to get special counseling
and tutoring next year, so that you can be sure to pass licensure next
year."


            Olissa
added, "Normally, the year-end exam is a type of licensure exam.  For
each year you attend school, you can do more with your magic.  For
instance, at the end of your third year, you're allowed to travel in
Dugerra.  You need a license to do that.  Or, it's... well, like an
endorsement on a driver's license.  It's an extension to your wizarding
license."


            Gwen
picked up the explanation.  "But completion of your first year of
school doesn't get you squat.  Still, they want to make sure you're
progressing toward licensure, so they give you a generic test, just to see how
well you know what you're doing."


            David
nodded.  "How would you study for such a thing?"


            Gwen
shook her head.  "I have no idea, and she wouldn't tell me what she
was doing."


            Jim
suddenly asked, "Hey, David, did you ever sign up for the Metamorphosis
Tournament?"


            "Somebody
signed me up for me," David said, glaring at Gwen.


            "We
have to compete together," she said.  "For moral support."


            "Uh-huh." 
Turning to Olissa, he asked, "Did you sign up?"


            "Competing
is not something I enjoy," she said, shaking her head.  "I will
come to watch you guys, though."


            David
nodded.


            "So,
what should we do with the rest of our day?" Gwen asked.


            "Let's
go down to Gorumshead," Gwen said.  "We can just screw around
and have some fun."


            "David?"
Olissa asked.  "Can you do that?"


            David
pulled out his mirror, and dialed up his escort.  Then the group headed
off for a day of relaxation.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
walked into Sabrina Hall with a bit of trepidation.  He had no idea what
they would ask of him on this exam, so he couldn't prepare for it, and that
made him a little nervous.  On the other hand, his grades implied that he
knew what he was doing.


            Upon
entering the 'library', which was merely a large, round, multi-story room with
books along the walls, he found two people sitting at a table, and Prof. Stott
standing off to one side.  He nodded to the professor, and then approached
the table.


            "David
Stroud, I'm here for my exam."


            The
examiners were a man and a severe-looking woman.  The woman did all of the
talking.


            "Do
you have anything to say before your examination begins?"


            "Um...
well..."


            "Spit
it out," she snapped.


            "Well,
Prof. Stott is my wizarding master, so if she's part of the exam..."


            "Your
professor is here as an observer only.  Her relationship to you is not
important."


            "Oh. 
Well, in that case, no I don't have anything to say."


            "Very
well.  We will begin with a simple question.  In your own words, why
is wizarding licensure necessary?"


            "Because
way back when, some idiot caused a lot of trouble because he didn't know what
the hell he was doing, and the king back then decided that it would be a good
idea that, if people were going to run around using magic, they ought to know
how it works."


            The
man asked, "And do you agree with this policy?"


            David
replied, "It makes sense.  From what I've seen, magic can be pretty
dangerous.  Just as in Earth it's not a good idea to give someone a gun
without teaching them how to use it properly, the same applies to magic."


            The
two examiners nodded, and scribbled some notes.  After that, they had
David run through some simple charms, which he did, without any real problem.


            "You
have done your charms well, Mr. Stroud," the woman said.  "Now,
we would like you to morph yourself, to give yourself yellow eyes."


            "That's...
not possible," David replied hesitantly.


            "Certainly
it's possible," the woman snapped.  "Students have been doing it
all day."


            "Yes,
but those students aren't me.  I am a demighost.  It is not possible
for me to be morphed."


            "A
rather convenient excuse, Mr. Stroud," the examiner replied snidely.


            David
shrugged.  "I can morph someone else, if you have a volunteer. 
I just can't do it to myself."


            "Just
for the record," the man said, "Can you prove you're a
demighost?"


            Prof.
Stott started to say something, but David held up his hand to let her know he
had this covered.  He crossed his arms, and faded to
insubstantiality.  He then looked at his examiners and asked, "Proof
enough?"


            "Yes,
quite.  Thank you," the man said.  He scribbled some notes while
David faded back to his solid form.


            Prof.
Stott said, "If it will keep the examination moving, I will volunteer to
be morphed."


            "You
would trust a student with your very shape?" the woman asked.


            "I
would trust this particular student with quite a bit more than that."


            "Very
well.  Mr. Stroud, you will give your professor yellow eyes."


            David
performed this morph, and several others, as directed by the examiner. 
When he was done, Prof. Stott was not terribly attractive.


            "Very
well, now you must revert her to her original form."


            "Zurukkentag,"
David said, pointing his wand at Prof. Stott.  This was a modification of
the normal reversion spell, which would revert all of his changes at once. 
She quickly morphed back into herself, which was a relief for David.


            The
examiners made their notes, and David stood waiting.  Finally, the male
examiner reached down to an open crate that sat next to him.  He pulled a
rabbit out of it and set it on the table.


            The
woman said, "Hex the rabbit."


            "To
do what?" David asked uncomfortably.


            "To
kill it," she said coldly.


            "Uh,"
David hesitated.  "I really don't want to kill the rabbit."


            "Stop
being childish.  I will bring it back to life."


            "Wait...
so, you've been having every student do this?"


            "Yes."


            "To
the same rabbit."


            "Yes."


            "So
you've had them kill it, then brought it back, just so they could kill it
again?"


            "Yes,"
the woman said in exasperation.


            David
looked over at Prof. Stott.  "And they call demighosts
monsters."  He looked back at the woman.  "I refuse to
perform this portion of the exam.  The only method I know for killing the
rabbit by a hex would take him a couple minutes to die.  I'm not going to
put an innocent little bunny rabbit through that to prove to you I know
how.  If you need proof I'm capable of hexing something, then find a
volunteer... or I can hex you, since you're so keen on it..."


            The
woman looked abashed.  "This will not look good on your exam results,
Mr. Stroud."


            "Killing
the rabbit won't look good on my conscience.  I have to live with my
conscience a little bit longer than my exam result.  I'm not going to hex
someone who isn't asking for it."


            "Not
even Marcus?" Prof. Stott asked with a grin.


            David
looked at her and smiled mischievously.  "He's been asking for
it all year!"


            "Marcus?"
the male examiner asked.


            "A
personal enemy."


            "And
you would hex this boy?" the woman asked.


            David
was about to answer, then stopped himself.  "You know, truthfully, I
doubt it.  I mean, I say I would, in anger, or when I'm frustrated, but if
it came right down to it, I probably couldn't make myself hex him in a serious
way, anything more than tripping him, or an unwanted morph.  That would
make me too much like him, and that's something I never want to
be."


            "To
get back on track, Mr. Stroud, will you, or will you not, hex the rabbit?"          


            "No."


            The
examiners looked at each other, and wrote some notes on their papers. 
Finally, the woman looked up.  "You may leave."


            David
looked over at Prof. Stott, who kept her face neutral.  He turned and left
the examination.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Did
you do it?" David asked Olissa.


            "And
then cried about it," she confirmed.  "It's a good thing it was
the end of the test."


            "Did
you do it?" Gwen asked David.  They had been warned not to
talk about the test until everyone's exam was over.  They were now on
their way over to Firebird Stadium, for the Morphing Tournament.


            "No,"
he said.  The others stared at him.


            Jim
asked incredulously, "You weren't able to hex a rabbit?"


            "I'm
sure I can.  I refused to do so."


            "Why?"
Jim asked.


            "Because
the rabbit didn't deserve to die.  Even briefly.  Besides, the only
way I know of to kill it was to use that drowning hex on it.  That would
be an awful way to die, and I wasn't going to put the animal through
that."


            "Did
you explain that to them?" Gwen asked.


            "Yeah. 
They did not look happy."


            "You
are so screwed," Jim said.  


            David
shrugged.  "I don't care."


            Olissa
suddenly gave David a fierce hug.  When she let him go, she said, "I
wish I'd had the nerve to refuse."


            David
hugged her back, then said, "Come on, let's get to the tournament. 
Hey, where's Rick?"


            "He's
already gone.  He didn't sign up for the tournament, so he left after his
exam."


            "Are
you two still getting along okay?"


            "Yeah,
though I don't know how well we'll survive the summer."


            David
said, "Bah, I'm sure it'll be all right."


            "Thanks."


-----


            The
group wandered around the stadium, watching the older students performing their
morphs.  None of the three were scheduled to compete for an hour, so they
just killed time being impressed by the other competitors.


            Finally,
a voice called out "David Stroud, level one, to platform six."


            "That's
this way.  Come on," Gwen said, and led them off through the
crowd.  The tournament was not just for Woodward students, but there were
several other schools here, as well.  That was why the tournament was
scheduled to take three days.


            They
found the right platform, and David stepped up onto it, his friends wishing him
luck.


            "David
Stroud?" the lead judge asked.


            "Yes,
sir," he replied.


            "Today
is Skills day.  You will be asked to perform three morphs.  Speed is
not your goal.  Your goal is accuracy.  You must come as close as
possible to the requested morph.  Do you understand?"


            "Yes,
sir."


            "Very
good."  The man brought out a bird.  It was a jay, and it
reminded David of Jailla, who was sitting in David's dorm room.  David had
learned that Jailla didn't really like crowds.


            "We
wish you to turn this blue jay scarlet.  You must change only the
blue parts.  Do you understand?"


            "You
want me to leave all the black and white feathers alone, and just make the blue
feathers into scarlet ones."


            "Correct. 
You may begin when you are ready."


            David
closed his eyes and relaxed.  This was more difficult than their usual
color-changing spells.  He formed the image in his mind while taking
several deep breaths.  With the image steadied as best he could, David
opened his eyes, moved his wand in a circle above the bird, and said,
"cultum vermello."  The bird's plumage shifted colors, but the
red wasn't scarlet, it was more of a salmon color, actually.


            "Well,
you managed to morph the right feathers, but that is hardly scarlet," the
lead judge said.  "There will be points off for that."


            David
nodded.  "You want me to change him back now?"


            "You
can if you want," one of the other judges said.


            "Zurukken,"
David said, and the bird's plumage reverted to its normal shade.


            "You
don't get extra points for that," the third judge told him with a
smile.  David grinned nervously.


            "For
your next challenge, you must morph yourself by giving yourself a longer
neck."


            "That's
an issue, sir.  I'm a demighost, and cannot be morphed."


            "Oh? 
Well, if you cannot perform the challenge, that will certainly count against
you..."


            Gwen
spoke up from where she was watching.  "I would volunteer to be
morphed, judge!"


            "You
are a friend of his?"


            "Yes,
sir."


            "Are
you competing in the tournament?"


            "Yes."


            "Then
I'm afraid you cannot.  It would be a conflict of interest."


            Olissa
said, "I'm not competing."  She stepped up onto the platform. 
"He can morph me."


            The
judge nodded.  "Very well.  Okay, give her a longer
neck."


            "How
much longer, sir?" David asked.


            "An
extra four inches."


            "Yay,
I get taller!" Olissa enthused quietly.


            David
closed his eyes and concentrated for a long moment, until the image was
completely stable in his mind.  Finally, he opened his eyes, stared at
Olissa, and performed the charm.  Olissa's neck stretched until it did
appear to be about four inches longer.  It made her look quite odd.


            "Very
good, although you took an awful long time to do that."


            "Sorry,
sir.  I didn't want to get it wrong and end up hurting her somehow."


            "Understandable. 
You can put her back the way she was, right?"


            David
cleared out his charm, and Olissa rubbed her neck as she stepped down off the
platform.


            Finally,
the judge set a block of wood on the table.  "Change this into a
hammer.  A metal hammer."


            David
was about to begin the morph when the judge added that last part.  David
paused.  He had only ever changed something's substance once, and he'd
gotten that horribly mixed up.


            "Is
there a problem?" one of the judges asked.


            "Uh...
No, sir.  Just not confident in this one, is all."


            The
judge nodded, and waited for David to proceed.


            David
closed his eyes and dredged up the charm from his memory.  It was the
longest charm he knew.  He formed the image in his mind of a regular claw
hammer, and then opened his eyes, continuing his breathing.  He flicked
his wand as prescribed by the spell, and said, "kubada lisha hali
namali."


            The
block of wood shifted to metal, and then slowly, ever so slowly, forged itself
into a hammer shape.  The handle, too, was metal, and not covered in
rubber to make it easy to grip.


            "Not
bad," the judge allowed.  "Not perfect, but this is a tough one
for novices.  Very good, Mr. Stroud.  You have completed your three
Skills tasks.  Scores will be posted at the end of the day."


            "Thank
you, sir."


            David
stepped down off the platform to rejoin his friends.


            "Damn,
that was tough," he said.


            "You
did great!" Gwen enthused.


            "How's
your neck?" David asked Olissa as they moved off through the crowd.


            "Fine,
thanks."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Ugh,"
David said.  "Fifty-two.  That's miserable."


            "Oh,
come on, it's not that bad," Gwen said to him.  "The guy before
you only got fifty-three."


            "With
two coughs and a sneeze!" David replied morosely.


            "You
did fine!" she insisted.


            That
same disembodied voice from before called out, "Jim Gillenham, level one,
platform eight."


            The
group made their way over to platform eight, and Jim stepped up to the
platform.


            "Jim
Gillenham?" the judge asked.  Jim nodded.  "Today is Speed
Morph day."  One of the other judges was busy setting out rocks on a
table.  "Your task is to morph these rocks.  You may morph them
into anything you like, so long as the morph is correctly done.  Your goal
is to morph as many of them as possible in one minute.  Do you
understand?"


            "Yes."


            "Very
well.  Proceed when you are ready.  The clock will start with your
first casting."


            Jim
cleared his voice, took a deep breath, and then, with a flick of his wand, he
started chanting, "turana, turana, turana, turana..."  With
each word and each flick of the wand, the rock hopped into the air, changing
into a frog and hopping off.  One of the judges was corralling them into a
containment charm, so that they could be demorphed later.


            By
the time the judge called, "Stop!" Jim was out of breath.


            "Two
of your frogs were not successful morphs.  They will not count," the
judge said.  He was pointing to two that had taken frog shape for a
second, and hopped off the table, then repetrified.


            After
some counting, the judge announced, "One hundred twenty-two." 
There was applause from the crowd surrounding this platform as Jim stepped
down.


            "Holy
shit!" David said.  "A hundred and twenty-two!"


            "It's
the one thing I'm good at: casting spells quickly."


            "I
guess!" David replied.  "Makes my fifty-two look even
worse."


            "Aw,
c'mon, dude.  You can still kick my ass in school work."


            David
grinned.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "Are
you ready for today?" Gwen asked.


            "Ready
as I'm going to get," David replied.


            "What
are you doing for your freestyle?"


            "Turning
water into wine," David said with a grin.  Gwen looked at him
confusedly.  "Earth joke," he explained, shaking his head at
her.


            "So
what are you really doing?"


            "I'm
going to turn grapes into strawberries."


            "Interesting. 
I never thought of morphing food."


            "What
are you doing?"


            "You'll
see," she said with a smile.


-----


            "Gwen
Hasterscant, level one, to platform two, please."


            "I'm
here!" she called out.  She stepped up on the platform.


            "All
right, Miss Hasterscant.  Today is Freestyle Competition.  You may do
one morph, anything you like, so long as it's not dangerous or
destructive.  Are you ready?"


            "Yes,
ma'am," she said.


            "And
what is your morph?"


            Gwen
laid a piece of rope on the table.  "I am going to turn this length
of rope into a boa constrictor."


            The
judges looked at each other and nodded.  "Very well, you may
proceed."


            Gwen
took a deep breath, touched her wand to the end, middle, and other end of the
rope, muttered her charm, and waited.


            First,
the rope thickened and lengthened.  Then it slowly grew a head and tail,
its dull brown color developing a pattern.  Finally, it started to wriggle
on the table, getting a feel for its new body.  It turned its head to look
at the judges, then back at Gwen, and curled up on itself, feeling insecure.


            "Very
good, Miss Hasterscant.  You can change him back now."


            "Zurukken,"
Gwen said.  The snake looked at her accusingly as it morphed its way into
oblivion.


-----


            "The
competition between novices was fierce this year, and the results were close!"
Dean Lengel said from the platform.  "The space between first and
second place was a mere two points.


            "In
third place, with a total of 253 points, Jim Gillenham!"


            The
crowd applauded as Jim looked flabbergasted.  David shoved him toward the
stage and applauded for him.


            Once
Jim had received his trophy and stepped down off the stage, Dean Lengel
proceeded with her presentation.


            "In
second place, with a total of 269 points, Mitzi Hopper!"  There was a
great deal of applause for Mitzi, though she was not someone that David or any
of his friends knew.


            "And
finally, in first place, with a total of 271 points, Miss Cherise
Cabalon!"  As the applause thundered and the girl walked to the
stage, David realized he'd seen her somewhere before, but he couldn't put a
finger on it.


            "What's
the matter?" Olissa asked him.


            "I
know her from somewhere, but I can't remember where."


            Olissa
nodded, but didn't say anything further, as the dean moved on from the
novice-level awards to the higher-level awards.  David kept watching the
girl as she walked back to her seat.


            Where
have I seen her before?


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            With
the tournament over, students flooded out of the school, to begin their summer
vacation.  David was not at all eager to do so, and he would, in fact, not
be heading back to the management facility until Monday.  Devyn was
already gone, and Jim had packed up and headed out early in the morning. 
The school was quickly becoming lonely.


            Olissa
caught up with David and Gwen at lunch.  Her aunt was in tow.


            "Hey,
guys," she said.  "I'm heading out."


            David
rose, and Gwen came around the table.


            "See
you guys in the fall?" she asked.


            "Count
on it," Gwen assured her.


            "I
don't have much choice," David told her with a grin.  "I'll be
here."


            Olissa
put down her bag and gave Gwen a brief hug.  The hug she gave David was
more substantial.  "Thanks for all your help this year," she
told him.


            "My
pleasure.  Have a good summer.  You, too, Bispy.  And stay out
of trouble."


            "I
don't even know how that's possible," the young dragon sniffed. 
David laughed.


            "I'll
write you," Olissa assured David, and then she headed off with her aunt.


            As
Gwen sat down, she said, "By the way, my mother insists on meeting
you this time.  She's actually coming onto campus to get me."


            "She
didn't have to bother.  I have an escort now."


            Gwen
smiled.  "She didn't want you having any excuses."


-----


            David
was hanging out in Gwen's room when her mother showed up.


            "So
you must be David.  Good lord, you're pale," she said.


            "Mom!"
Gwen said, abashed.


            David
laughed at her.  To Mrs. Hasterscant, he replied, "Having no blood
will do that."


            She
smiled.  "Yes, I imagine so."  She reached out and shook
his hand.  "I hear you had a devil of a year here."


            "It
could have gone more pleasantly," he allowed.


            "I'm
sorry the students haven't learned tolerance."


            "I
think he taught them some," Gwen told her.  "After he blasted
Marcus."


            Mrs.
Hasterscant nodded.  "Good for you."


            The
three chatted for a while, talking about nothing very much, before Mrs.
Hasterscant said, "Well, we really need to get going.  It's a long
ride back."


            "Believe
me, I know.  I'm going the same place you are in a couple days."


            "Really?"
she asked.


            "I
'live' at NCCMF."


            "Oh,
right," Mrs. Hasterscant said, frowning.  "I'd forgotten you met
Gwen on the carriage ride to school."


            "Why
don't you ride back with us?" Gwen asked.


            "I
can't.  I have to be 'in custody.'  Mr. Garibaldi is coming to get me
in a couple days."


            "Okay,"
Gwen said, frowning.  She gave David a fierce hug.  "I'll see
you in a few months.  Try to stay out of trouble," she told him.


            David
thought quickly, and replied, "I don't even know how that's
possible."  He laughed, but Gwen didn't get the joke, as she had not
understood Bispy.  David didn't bother to explain.


            Mrs.
Hasterscant shook his hand and said, "David, it was a pleasure to meet
you.  I hope you and I can chat again sometime."


            "I'd
like that."


            David
walked them to the rock lift, gave Gwen another hug, shook Mrs. Hasterscant's
hand one last time, and then watched them leave before walking back to his own
dorm room.


            When
he entered the room, he found a note lying on his bed.  It was in Sam's
handwriting.  It said merely, "Slyther Inn, Sunday night,
7:00pm."


            David
wondered at the mysteriousness of her message, but then shrugged and figured
he'd find out what she wanted tomorrow night.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            "You
want to stay here, or come with me?" David asked Jailla.


            "How
long will you be gone?" he replied.


            "I
don't know.  It's Sam.  It could be several hours."


            "You
will come back for me, right?" Jailla asked.


            David
grinned.  "All my stuff is here.  I have to come back
here."


            "In
that case, I will wait here.  I've seen her naked already." Jailla
shuddered.


            "Hey! 
What was that for?"


            "Naked
humans.  Ew."


            David
laughed.  He finished pulling on his boots, laced them up, and then
stood.  This was the first time he had ever felt like he was going on a
date with Sam, and so he had showered, and was now considering whether to wear
his dress uniform or not.  He decided against it only because he wasn't
sure what she had in mind.  For all he knew, she could be taking him
hiking up a mountain or something, though it was rather late in the day for
anything of that nature.


            Fully
dressed, he pulled out his mirror.  "Misty Inverness," he
said.  A soft pop came from behind him.


            "Whoops! 
Missed," Misty said.  David turned with a smile, to see her floating
in the air.  "What's on your mind today, David?" she asked in
her soft, high-pitched voice.


            "I
have to meet Sam down at the Slyther Inn.  Since that's off campus, I need
my escort.  You won't have to stay once I find Sam."


            "All
right, let's go then!" she said with a smile.


            David
and Misty chatted lightly on the way to town, and the trip was a pleasant one. 
Once they stepped foot into the Slyther Inn, Misty disappeared without a word,
as Prof. Stott was clearly visible, sitting at a table in the corner. 
David noticed that she was dressed nicely, but in simple clothing.  He was
glad for that; he was not underdressed for the evening.


            David
walked over to Sam, and then hesitated for a second.  Finally deciding, To
hell with it, he leaned down and gave her a soft kiss.  She smiled
widely at him when they broke lip lock, and no one else in the pub seemed to notice. 
He slid into the chair across from her.


            "You
look very nice tonight," he told her.


            "Thank
you.  You look... the same.  Do you wear anything other than
that uniform?"


            David
grinned sheepishly.  "No."


            Sam
raised her eyebrows, but smiled at him.


            "So,"
David said, trying to get back on track, "What's on the agenda for
tonight?"


            "Nothing
super special," she said.  "I just wanted to spend some time
with you before you left.  We're not going to see each other for three
months, and I'm going to miss you."


            "I'll
miss you, too, Sam," he said, then froze.  He had forgotten they were
in public.


            Sam
didn't even notice.  "So, I just figured we could have some dinner
and spend some quiet time with each other before you have to leave."


            "Sounds
good to me," he replied.


            Bonnie,
who had clearly been waiting for a pause in the conversation, came over to them
at this point.  "Good evening, you two.  Here are your
menus.  I'll give you some time to look things over."


            As
Bonnie went away, Sam asked, "So, have you gotten everything set to head
off tomorrow?"


            "Yeah. 
Not as prepared as I'd like.  I wanted to buy my books for next
semester... so I'd have something to do all summer... but they didn't
have them yet."


            "Well,
I did give you some work to do.  And I've sent a letter to the manager of
the facility, so they will hopefully make some arrangements for you to continue
to practice."


            "I
appreciate that."


            "And
I'll send you a few books you can read about potion making.  You can use
the time to advance your apprenticeship."


            "I
really appreciate that!" he said with a smile.


            Bonnie
came back in a minute, and they both placed their orders.  When she went
away again, Sam asked, "So how did you do at the tournament?"


            "Not
even in the top 100.  My roommate took third."


            "Good
for him.  Sorry to hear you didn't rank better."


            David
shrugged.  "Maybe it's a mental block.  Morphing does such bad
things when it happens to me, I don't want to do it?  I don't know. 
I'm a slow spell-caster, and that hurt me in the speed round.  My other
scores weren't high enough to counteract that."


            Sam
nodded.


            The
two continued to chat and talk throughout dinner, and they sat there long after
dinner, just conversing like friends, rather than as professor and student, or
even master and apprentice.


            Finally,
Sam rose from the table.  David did likewise, though he didn't know what,
exactly, they were doing.


            "Come
on," she told him.  He followed her with some surprise upstairs, into
one of the inn's rooms.  She closed the door, and then turned to
him.  She stepped close, and then embraced him, resting her head on his
shoulder.


            David
stood, embracing her and enjoying the closeness.  He was a little confused,
but at the moment he didn't care; she felt very good in his arms.


            Finally,
Sam moved back slightly and they kissed.  David kissed back immediately,
pulling her a little more tightly against him.  He knew that she could
feel his hard-on.


            Sam
reached down to feel his hard-on a bit more directly, and he could feel her
smile against his lips.  She broke their kiss, and immediately slipped off
her coat, and began undoing her blouse.


            While
David watched her, his hands began to remove his own clothes without much
thought on his part.  It wasn't long before the two of them were
completely nude, which was somewhat rare for their encounters.


            Sam
ran her hand along David's cock, and then she motioned him over to the
bed.  She had him sit down on the edge of the bed, and then she leaned
over him, presenting her tits for his perusal.  He took them gently into
his hands and massaged them, placing light kisses on them every once in a
while.


            Sam
moaned softly, and then she knelt on the bed, straddling him.  Her hand
held his dick in place as she slowly settled down onto it, sighing as she felt
him penetrate her depths.  David shivered as he felt the pleasure of her
pussy gripping his cock.


            While
David continued to fondle her breasts, Sam began to slowly ride David's
prick.  She didn't want to rush; they had all night.  She began to
moan softly as her hips moved up and down on him.


            David
felt his body tensing, preparing for his climax.  He did his best to hold
it off, but her pussy simply felt much too good on him.  He closed his
eyes and tried to breathe deeply, but it wasn't working.  Finally, unable
to prevent it, he moved his arms around to embrace Sam strongly, and held her
down on his prick as he spewed his load deep inside of her.


            Sam
moaned in pleasure at the feel of it, but she was hoping he wasn't
through.  She still needed him.


            Once
his orgasm had faded, David let loose his death grip on Sam, and began to rub
her sides.  This felt wonderful to her, and she smiled down at him. 
She could feel his dick shrinking inside of her, however.  She knew he
would need a few minutes.


            David,
on the other hand, didn't want to wait.  He had thought of trying
something some time ago, but hadn't had the need until now.  He leaned
back from Sam slightly, and then crossed his arms.


            "What
are you doing?" she asked.


            "Trying
something.  Bear with me," he said in non-explanation.  He
closed his eyes, and exhaled sharply.  His body faded before Sam's eyes,
from human, to ghost.  David breathed out again, and his human body was
restored.


            "Why
did you..." Sam started to say, but when she felt his cock stirring back
to hardness, she had an idea of what he had done.  "How?" she
asked.


            As
he slid further onto the bed, pulling her with him, he said, "My body
heals by remaining in it's 'natural' state.  I wasn't sure it would work,
but I thought maybe I could 'recover' more quickly by shifting to my natural,
ghost, state, and back."


            "It
seems to have worked," Sam said with a smile.  She could feel David's
hard cock filling her up once again.  She began to rock her hips, leaning
forward over him, so that her tits hung down and swung enticingly.  She
could see his eyes looking at them repeatedly.  "You like my tits,
don't you?" she asked.


            "They're
beautiful," he said.  "Just like the rest of you."


            Sam
smiled at him and swiveled her hips to give him a special treat for that
compliment.  He kept running his hands along her sides, which was arousing
her more and more as they continued to couple.


            After
a minute or so, Sam felt her heat start to rise.  She knew that her climax
was coming, and she welcomed its arrival.  She increased their pace
somewhat, and David kept up with her, rocking his hips up into her in time with
her movements.  Sam groaned with each thrust, coming closer and closer to
her peak.


            When
she arrived, she let out a long, low, moan, and froze.  Her back arched,
pushing her tits down toward David, and her eyes closed.  She shivered all
over as the pleasure washed over her.


            After
a few long moments, Sam finally started to recover from her orgasm.  She
looked down at David and smiled.  He gently pulled her down against him,
and then rolled, so that he was on top of her.  While they were pressed
together, they kissed, their tongues dancing wetly.


            While
their tongues danced, David began to move his hips again, sliding his dick in
and out of her wet pussy.  Sam moaned happily at the feel of it.


            When
David pushed himself up away from Sam, she smiled up at him, and then a look of
concern crossed her face.


            "What's
the matter?" he asked, not stopping what he was doing, which she was
thankful for.


            "You're
not falling in love with me, are you?"  The tone of her question
indicated her concern at the notion.


            "No,"
he assured her.  "I think the unusualness of our relationship stops
me from doing that."


            "Are
you still okay with us just being friends?"


            David
made a certain move that he knew she loved.  She squeaked in sudden
pleasure.


            "Does
that answer your question?" he asked with a grin.


            Sam
smiled widely at him.  "Good.  I didn't want any
misunderstandings happening between us."


            David
leaned down and kissed her as he continued to move in and out of her
slowly.  When he pulled away again, he assured her, "You made it very
clear that first day what we could and couldn't have together.  I'm good
with that."


            "Hmm. 
You're good with something else, too," she said, returning to the subject
of their activity.


            David
changed the angle at which he was entering her, and Sam moaned loudly.  He
sped up somewhat, pushing her closer to her next climax.  Sam slowly began
to climb toward her peak.  When it arrived, David did not stop fucking
her, but kept sliding in and out of her slowly as she cried out in bliss.


            When
she was able to regain her breath, he actually sped up inside of her.  Her
eyes grew wide, and a grin spread across her face.


            "If
I can't have you for three months," David said in explanation, "I
want to make sure I give you the best I've got."


            "Oh,
God..." Sam said as David began to fuck her in earnest.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


            David
awoke the next morning with Sam snuggled up behind him.  He smiled. 
He'd never spent the night with a woman before, and found that it felt quite
nice waking up next to one.  They had coupled for hours, taking breaks as
needed, but not giving in until they were both completely worn out.


            Still,
he had only gotten four hours of sleep, and he was completely rested. 
Sam, however, would be quite worn out if she got up now.  He tried to get
up and get dressed quietly.


            "Running
out on me?" Sam asked groggily as she sat up, the covers sliding off her
curvy body.


            "I
figured you needed your sleep," he said, coming back to her and sitting on
the bed.  "I didn't want to wake you."


            "Don't
you need more sleep, too?"


            David
shook his head.  "Four hours is all I ever get anymore." 
David leaned in and kissed Sam.  She responded, but was very tired still,
so there was no passion in it.


            "I'm
glad we spent the night together," David told her.  "I really
enjoyed it."


            Sam
smiled.  "Me, too.  But I'm going to be sore for a
week!"  She laughed ruefully.


            "Sorry
about that," David said.


            "Oh,
don't be.  It was wonderful.  I might even be satisfied until you get
back."


            David
smirked.  He doubted that pretty strongly.  He could see that Sam was
still half-asleep, and he decided it was best to make this parting brief. 
He kissed her again, and then gently pushed her back down onto the bed.


            "I'll
see you in three months, Sam.  Have a good summer."


            "Mmm,"
she murmured, drifting off to sleep without saying another word.


-----


            David
met Mr. Garibaldi back at his dorm room.


            "Where
were you?" Garibaldi asked.


            "Saying
good-bye to a friend," David said.  He went over to Jailla and gave
him a treat he'd picked up at the inn, to apologize for being gone all night. 
Jailla nibbled it happily, and chirped in acceptance.


            "How
come the change in routine?" Garibaldi asked.  "Normally, I
would have picked you up yesterday from here, and we'd have spent the night at
the inn.  Instead, I spent the night in a more interesting place..."
Garibaldi admitted.


            "My
friend's idea," David replied.  "She wanted to say good-bye properly."


            "Ah,"
Garibaldi said.  "Well, are you ready to go?"


            "I'm
never ready to return to prison.  But yeah, I guess there's nothing else
to do here."


            "Let's
head out, then."


            David
gathered up his bag and Jailla's perch.  Jailla assumed his place on
David's shoulder.  At the door, David took one last, long, look at his
dorm room.  When he returned in the fall, he would be in the Pegasus
Dorm.  His time in Griffin Dorm was over.  Finally, he turned to go
down the hall.


            I
hope next year's a little less troublesome.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~
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