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~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David sat comfortably on Cupcake,
watching the world zoom by below him.  He estimated that they must be doing at
least a hundred miles per hour.  He wondered how it was possible, but he came
up with only one answer.  Cupcake was a magical creature, capable of flight
when he knew damned well her wings were not large enough to support her weight. 
Whatever else she might do simply didn't compare to that.


It was approaching late afternoon, and
they were just entering the Clarion Mountains.  They had stopped briefly at
several of the villages they had passed over, to inquire whether or not anyone
knew where to find vampires.  No one, so far, had any idea.  Or they weren't
telling him, at any rate.  


Now, flying through the mountains, he had
to consider his plan for the night.  It was unlikely that he would miraculously
run into vampires before dark, so he knew that he and Cupcake should probably
find shelter soon.  The trouble was, the nearest town he knew of was Cormatsen,
and it was at least two and a half hours away.  That would be a dangerous
flight through mountains in the dark, even for Cupcake.


Being a pegasus, Cupcake didn't much care
where they were going.  She was enjoying the flying.  Occasionally, she would
swoop extra-close to a mountain for no other reason, David was sure, than to
have the thrill of missing by "just that much".  He trusted her to
keep them safe during the flying; she knew more about it than he did, after
all.


As David kept scanning the ground below,
he saw signs of a settlement ahead of them.


"Down there, Cupcake," he told
her.  She nickered in reply, and then descended gently, until her hooves
touched ground, at which point, she folded her wings outside of David's legs
and galloped along, slowing as she went until she was at a fast trot.  They
quickly came to the settlement that David had seen.  Everything looked
strangely small to him, which he wrote off to the perspective, until he
remembered something from the student handbook.


I bet this is a dwarf community.


Sure enough, a minute or so later, he
came upon some dwarf children playing in a field.  They looked up as he
approached, clearly in awe of Cupcake, whose size was such that they didn't
even reach her knees.  David slid down off the pegasus, to be more at level
with the kids.


"Hi," he said in a friendly
tone of voice.  The kids just stared.


"Can you tell me where to find an
adult?" he asked, trying to push through their mute wonder.  He still got
no response.


David looked up and around, trying to see
if there were other dwarves visible, but he didn't see anyone.


"Hello?" he said to the kids
again, hoping to get their attention.  Finally, a loud blast in the distance
seemed to wake the kids, but rather than talking to David, they ran off up the
hill that the field led to.  David followed them with his eyes until they were
out of sight, then he turned to Cupcake.


"I guess they live up that way.  Or
at least, maybe there are other dwarves up there.  Will you be okay if I leave
you here in the field to graze?"


Cupcake nickered at him again, and nodded
her head.  She nuzzled him for a second, then walked away to munch on some
wildflowers.


David climbed the hill the kids had gone
up, and found himself confronted by an even steeper hill behind it.  At least
now he could see some other dwarves, however.  They were working to dislodge a
boulder.


"Hello!" he called to them
before he approached.  He didn't want to startle anyone.


Several of the dwarves turned to look at
him, while others continued to work on the boulder.  One of the dwarves
approached him.


"Hello, stranger," the dwarf
said amiably.  "What brings you to our village?"


"I'm traveling, and I was hoping for
some information.  Are you having trouble with the rock?"


"It didn't move far enough,"
the dwarf said, shrugging.  "We wanted to roll it down the hill.  We'll
just have to shove it," he said.


"Was that blast I heard a magic
spell?  Couldn't you simply do that again?"


The dwarf shook his head.  "It won't
work if the rock is too far away from the cliff."


"Oh, I see.  Would you like some
help?"


The dwarf looked at him for a moment,
trying to judge whether David was being condescending, or friendly.  He decided
it was more likely the latter, and so he waved David over.


The boulder was much too big for anyone,
or even everyone, to move on their own, David's help or not.  It was a very
large rock, and must have weighed tons.


"Where are you trying to get it to
go?" he asked the dwarf, who pointed.  Thankfully, it was not going to go
toward Cupcake.


David considered for a long moment,
trying to think of a spell that would help him.  He thought perhaps pichac
might work, but it was a brief shove, and probably not strong enough.


Well, I could always try using TEM... 
It worked against Brent...


David turned to the dwarf again. 
"Is there a specific spot down there you want it?"


"No, just... down there somewhere. 
We're going to carve it up into smaller pieces later."


"Well, why not just carve it up into
smaller pieces now?" David asked with a grin.


The dwarf smiled.  "Not enough
time.  We need to continue work here."


David nodded.  He motioned the others
away from the rock, and then he stepped up to it, placing his hands on it and
focusing.  He breathed out, trying to calm himself.  Finally, when he was
ready, he called on his terramandy skills, and pushed his arms outward, against
the boulder.  It looked for all the world as if he was physically pushing the
rock as it slowly began to tip away from him.  Soon, it left contact with his
hands, but continued to move, very slowly, toward the edge.  Finally, it
reached the incline, and gravity took over.  David watched it as it rolled and
bounced down the hill, coming to rest against a huge tree at the bottom.


The dwarves around him applauded.


"Thank you, stranger!" the lead
dwarf told him enthusiastically.  "You saved us a couple hours of
work!"


"Glad I could help," David said
sincerely.


"What form of magic was that?"
the dwarf asked.


"Terramandy.  I'm surprised, as much
as dwarves work with the land, that you haven't learned it."


"Aah," the dwarf muttered in
feigned annoyance.  "All that magic mumbo-jumbo.  Truth is, we're only
good at certain kinds of magic.  Manipulating the elements isn't one of them,
sadly.  It would make our lives easier, as you just proved.  Now, you said you
were looking for information?"


"Well, my immediate search is for a
place to spend the night.  It's getting close to sunset, and I'd rather not be
traveling in the dark.  Is there a place nearby?"


The man shrugged.  "If you can stand
the height, you're welcome to stay with my wife and me.  We have a guest room
you might fit into..."


David grinned.  "Thank you very
much.  I'll just wait over here for you... I assume you have more work to
do."


The man nodded.  "By the way, what's
your name, stranger?"


"David.  David Stroud."


The dwarf nodded.  "Call me
Leniak."  The two shook hands.  "Now, if you don't mind, I do
have to get back to it."


"Let me know if I can help out
again," David said.  Leniak nodded, and walked off.  David found a tree to
sit under, and rested.


It wasn't long before the two kids he had
seen before made an appearance.  They crept up to him slowly, until they were
within ten feet of him.


Finally, David smiled and said,
"Hi.  Don't worry, I don't bite."


"What was that thing?" the girl
asked.


"What thing?" David replied,
confused.


"That thing that was with you!"
she insisted.


"You mean Cupcake?  She's a
pegasus."  Seeing the look of confusion on their faces, he explained,
"A horse with wings."


"What's a horse?" the boy
asked.


David chuckled.  "I'm not sure how
to answer that one.  Don't worry, she won't hurt you.  Just leave her be, and
you'll be fine."


The kids had edged closer while he was talking. 
The girl motioned to his coat.  "You're a wizard."


"Well, only a mage, at the moment. 
But yes."


"Can you do something magic?"
the boy asked.


David considered, then got an idea.  He
reached into his bag, and withdrew the crystal bird statue.  He set it on the
ground, so it would be stable.


David pulled out his wand and quietly
said, "Zurukken."


The crystal statue smoothly changed back
into Jailla.  The kids gasped in awe as Jailla fluffed his feathers, looked
around, and then flapped up onto David's shoulder.


"They are?" Jailla asked.


"They're just saying hi," David
assured Jailla.


Jailla turned his head, bobbed it, and
let out a chirp.


"He says hello," David told the
kids.


"You can understand him?" the
girl asked in wonder.


"Yes.  He's my familiar, so I can
understand him when he talks.  Don't you have wizards in this village?"


The kids shook their heads negatively.


"Do another trick!" the girl
demanded.  The boy nodded in agreement.


David rolled his eyes, but was happy to
keep the kids entertained while he waited for Leniak.


-----


David had not realized that, when Leniak
had said that David could stay with him "if he could stand the height,"
he wasn't referring to the ceilings.  Leniak's home was on the top of the steep
hill, and the drop-off from his front door was quite perilous.


Stooping, David came in through the door,
and promptly banged his head on the ceiling.  He stifled a curse, and rubbed
his head with a self-deprecating smile.  Jailla, he saw, sat on the window
ledge of the home, but didn't come inside.  He really didn't like caves.


"This is my wife, Andersi,"
Leniak said.


"How do you do, ma'am?" David
said, carefully nodding his head in her direction.


"Welcome," she said politely.


"David here is traveling through,
and needs a place for the night," Leniak explained to his wife.


"Oh, I see.  Well, certainly, you're
welcome to the spare room.  The bed might not fit you, however..."


"I can make do," David said.


"Please, sit," the man said,
motioning to a chair.  David looked at it warily.  "Go on," Leniak
said, "It won't bite you..."


"I don't want to break it,"
David admitted.


"Oh, don't worry about that. 
It's had my cousin sitting upon it, and he must weigh at least as much as you! 
Fat old dwarf, he is.  He almost can't make it up here anymore."


"Well, okay," David said.  He
gingerly sat in the chair, which didn't so much as creak.  He felt more
comfortable sitting down; at least he could hold his head straight now.


"So, where are you traveling
to?" Andersi said as she set a glass of juice on the table in front of
David.  "Clearly you're coming from the Academy..."


David smiled.  "Yes, ma'am.  I don't
actually know where I'm going yet.  I'm looking for something.  But, I had a
question.  The children I ran into acted like they'd never seen magic.  I
thought dwarves were magical."


Andersi looked at her husband.


"Risa and Kittomer," Leniak
told his wife.  She nodded, as he explained to David.  "They're the
children of one of the workers.  Dwarves do have magic, but we don't have
spells.  The magic we do is more... ingrained in us.  It just kind of happens. 
And, because we're bound by the same laws as you, we discourage them from doing
any of their magic until they can go to school.  As such, they're not used to the
flashier kind of magic that you can do."


"So, dwarves cannot cast
spells?"


"No.  In fact, our training takes
only a year, because that's, well, all we're capable of."


"Interesting.  I didn't know that. 
I knew that the dwarves at the Academy kept to themselves.  I didn't know they
didn't take the same courses as everyone else."


"You could have asked them,"
Andersi told him.


"Yes, ma'am, I suppose I could
have.  It just never occurred to me."


"So," Leniak said, "What
is it you're looking for?"


David took a deep breath. 
"Vampires."


"Why in the world would you want to
find those?" Andersi said in surprise.


"I'm trying to become a Potions
Master.  I need to find them in order to complete my apprenticeship."


"Awful young to be a Potions Master,
aren't you?" Leniak asked.


David shrugged.  "I honestly don't
know.  I'm just doing what my own Potions Master tells me to."  This was a
vast oversimplification, but David didn't feel like going into the whole story.


"Like a good apprentice
should," Leniak agreed.  "Well, all I can personally tell you about
vampires is that there are none here."


"Any idea where there are
some?"


"Just stories.  Rumors,
really."


"I'll settle for that, at the
moment."


"The rural areas of the southwest of
Callamandia, near Gtharsis, are said to have some darker creatures, such as the
vampire and the wyvern."


"I can confirm there are wyverns
down there.  A schoolmate of mine has encountered them."


"Did he survive?" Leniak asked.


"She, actually, and yes.  She
managed to kill it."


"Very impressive."


"Yes, well, she was an elf.  I think
that may explain some of it."


"Not as much as they'd like you to
think," Andersi said scornfully.


"Now, Andersi, let's not be running
down his friends."


"Oh, no, go right ahead.  I said she
was a schoolmate.  She is definitely not a friend."


Leniak chuckled.  "The elves like to
pretend they're so much better than the rest of us, because they've been here
the longest.  They are arrogant, and rude.  They try to tell you that their
condescension is just the formal way they address you, but the truth is, they
just want to feel superior to you."


David nodded, not arguing the point. 
He'd seen nothing in Devyn to contradict that statement.  Even as an orphan, she
seemed to exude superiority.


"So, are they better wizards
than the rest of us?" David asked.


Andersi snorted.  "Hardly."


Leniak grinned.  "It is generally
considered - by everyone except the elves - that the humans are the best
wizards.  Perhaps because you embrace all the various forms of wizardry.  Most
of the other races here in Dugerra seem to be limited to just a few kinds of
magic.  Even elves seem not to be good at certain types.  Humans, though...
seems like you can do it all."


"I hope we don't give you a
superiority complex," Andersi said with a smile.


David grinned.  "Don't worry about
that.  A few days back in class would certainly solve any ego problems I was
having.  I hadn't known that about the other races, though.  But then... the
other races, almost all people are magic-users, right?"


"Just like humans," Leniak
confirmed.


David shook his head.  "No, most
humans aren't magic users."


Leniak cocked his head.  "I've never
met a human non-wizard."


"They don't live in Dugerra if
they're not wizards," David explained.


"You mean they live in that Earth
place?" Andersi asked.


"Right.  Only wizard humans are
allowed to live in Dugerra.  All the non-magic people live in Earth.  And Earth
has a lot more people in it than Dugerra does!"


"I didn't know that.  Dwarves are
magical by nature, you see, and so we all live in Dugerra.  I've never
dared to travel to Earth."


"I wouldn't recommend it,"
David said seriously.


"Why not?" Andersi asked with
curiosity.


"You would not be treated well.  People
of your... well, your stature... are an oddity in Earth, and they are not
treated as normal."


"How very rude," Andersi said.


David nodded in agreement.


"I must get dinner started,"
Andersi said as she headed into the kitchen.


"So, tell me, what year are you in
the Academy?"


"I'll be starting my fourth
year."


"What's it really like?  As I said,
I was only at my school for a year."


David's description of Woodward took him
up to dinnertime, and then the three of them continued to chat through the evening,
until it was bedtime.  At that point, David was shown to the guest room.


The bed looked to be about a foot too
short to hold him.


"I do apologize," Andersi said.


"Not to worry," David replied. 
He shifted a chair away from the end of the bed, and then he pulled out his
wand.  He gestured, and suddenly, the bed grew longer, and slightly wider. 
Andersi gasped in surprise.


"There, that's better," David
said with a smile.  "I'll restore it to its original size in the
morning," he assured her.


Andersi nodded.  "Good night,"
she told him.


"Good night.  And thank you."


"Surely."


David lay down, contemplating all they
had talked about for the evening, until he finally dozed off.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


Another day of traveling along the
mountains, and David found mostly flat land again.  He could have detoured east
or west to get out of the mountains, he supposed, but the mountains ran south
and slightly west, anyway, and since that's where he was going, he decided not
to bother.  Cupcake didn't seem to mind the mountainous travel, either.


David briefly considered going to
Senesty, to see if anyone there could give him guidance, but that was east of
him, and he was heading west, as per Leniak's rumor.  He ultimately decided to
keep going.  After all, if he didn't find anything, there was nothing stopping
him from going to Senesty afterward.


It was getting toward sunset, however,
and so David stopped off in a larger village for the night.  He found a nice
stable to house Cupcake, and then he wandered off to find himself someplace to
rest.  Jailla, meanwhile, flew off to a nearby tree, so he could rest
comfortably, and keep an eye on Cupcake, just in case something went awry in
this unknown place.


While wandering down the main street of
the village, he looked in all the shop windows.  Many of them were getting
ready to close, but some were still open, and he enjoyed window-shopping.


A tussle down the street got his
attention, and he looked to see what was happening.  It looked as though some
teens were rough-housing with someone who didn't want to be bothered.


David strode down the street, to see just
exactly what was going on.  When he got there, he found a gnome, trying to
retrieve his pack from the leader of this group of troublemakers.


The gnome was upset and fretting, and the
boys all laughed.  David, having seen enough of this kind of crap in his life,
looked to notice that there were other citizens watching, but they weren't
doing anything.  That infuriated him.


"Give it back to him," David said
sharply.  The boys all turned to face David, and their looks were menacing.


"Mind your own business," the
leader said.  "I do what I want."


"Not while I'm standing here, you
don't," David said bluntly.


"What you going to do about
it?" the boy challenged.


David simply pulled out his wand.


"You really don't want to find
out," David warned.  "Now give him back his pack, before I decide to
get truly nasty about it."


"Fuck you," the kid retorted.


David flicked his wand.  The leader went
flying ten feet, and then tumbled another twenty.


"That was a warning,"
David told them.  "You are clearly not old enough to have any magic, and I
am quite willing to use mine to harm every last one of you.  Give the man back
his pack, and go on your way or else."


"He ain't a man, though!" the
boy nearest David said.  David took three steps and nailed the kid with a right
cross to the jaw.  The boy crumpled to the ground.


"He's more of a man than you are,
you little shit," David said.  "I would have thought, here in Dugerra,
that this kind of 'we're better than they are' bullshit would have been bred
out of you.  Apparently you really can't fix stupid."


David turned and looked at the leader,
who was only now struggling to his feet.  David snarled, "SEM!" 
The pack, which the leader was still holding, was ripped from his hand, and
flew over to David.


"Now get lost," David said,
"before I decide to entertain myself at your expense."


The gang did not run, but they did back
away.  As soon as they turned to walk down the street, David ignored them.  He
turned back to the gnome, and offered his pack.


"Sorry about that," David said.


"No need for you to apologize,"
the gnome said brightly.  "I do thank you for the help.  I dare say I was
in for a good long struggle with them."


"I'm curious," David said,
loudly enough that any of the citizens still on the street would hear him,
"as to why I had to step in, when so many others were
watching."


The gnome looked at him, knowing full
well what David was doing.  "They don't like outsiders here, I
think," the gnome told him.


"Hmph," David replied to that. 
"Care to join me for dinner?" he asked the gnome.


"Surely," the gnome replied. 
"My name is Janmik."


David told him his name and offered his
hand.  The two of them shook hands, and then they headed for the inn.  The two
sat down at a table, and waited for someone to come over to them.  It was a
long time before that happened, and so they chatted while they were waiting.


"What brings you through this
charming little piece of Callamandia?" David asked.


"I'm a trader.  I buy and sell
little trinkets that I find along the way.  I'd seen all of Gtharsis twice, and
so I thought I'd wander around Callamandia for a while.  The southern part,
anyway... the weather up north..." the man shivered theatrically.


David smiled.  "Been having much
luck?"


"Fair," the gnome said. 
"Kept myself fed, and that's about all I require."


"How long have you been in
Callamandia?"


"Two years now.  I started out west,
and I've slowly been wandering east."


David nodded.  The two continued their
conversation until, finally, the waitress came over.


"I'd like to serve you, but my boss
says I can't."


"Why not?" David asked.


"He says we don't serve 'your kinds'
here."


"A rather odd thing for an innkeeper
to say," Janmik objected.


The waitress shrugged.  "I don't
make the rules.  I'm sorry."


Janmik made to get up.  "Well, I
guess we'll..."


David stopped him with a motion.  To the
waitress, he said politely, "Please ask your 'boss' to come over to the
table, if you would."


"Okay, but it's not gonna
matter," she said.


"I think you'll find that he won't
be convinced," Janmik told him.  "I've seen this before in some of
the villages."


"Weird.  I guess I'm used to
Gorumshead.  So many new people pass through there that no one thinks a second
thing about a stranger.  But we will be fed."


"Not here, you won't," the
owner said gruffly, hearing the last part of David's comment.  "We don't
serve foreigners."


"Oh, yes, you do," David said
coldly.


"Are you trying to tell me who I
serve, in my own business?" the man demanded.


In response, David simply pulled a book
out of his pocket.  It was Traveler in a Strange Land, the book
he'd had to study for his travel endorsement exam.  He slapped it on the table
in full view of the owner, making sure the title was clearly visible.


"Well, let me put it this way,"
David said, "you can either feed us, or you can feed the Rimohrs
when they show up."


"You haven't got the balls for
that," the owner scoffed.


"Try me," David said,
staring the man down.  In doing so, he gave him an undead-level glare that
caused the man's insides to wither.  "If you want hostile, I can be
hostile.  My friend is hungry, and he will be fed, and he will be fed here. 
Unless, that is, you'd like me to file a formal complaint - in Senesty - about
your behavior, which is in clear violation of Callamandian law."


"Goddamned foreigners!" the man
growled.  He turned to the waitress.  "Feed 'em and get 'em out of
here!"


The waitress hid her smirk from her boss,
but not from David and Janmik.  Once the owner had left, the waitress asked,
"So, what'll you have?"


David placed his order, and so did
Janmik, and then the waitress went away.


"That was a very nice piece of bluffing,"
Janmik said.


"I wasn't bluffing," David told
him.  When Janmik cocked his head, David explained, "It is against the law
for someone to refuse service to anyone in Callamandia, unless that person is
causing a behavioral disruption.  Weren't you told about the laws?"


Janmik smiled.  "That was so long
ago, I've forgotten most of what I learned."


David nodded.  "I'm just out of my
third year.  I've only had my travel endorsement for a couple weeks.  It's all
still quite fresh in my mind."


Janmik nodded.  "Too bad for
him," he said, motioning to the innkeeper.  David chuckled.


When the waitress came back with their
food, David asked, "What's the name of this village?"


"Shovan, why?"


"No offense, but I want to make sure
I never come here again."


The woman smiled sympathetically. 
"I understand.  Enjoy your meal."


As they ate, David finally asked,
"Janmik... you said you started out to the west?"


"Yes.  I traveled along the border
as far north as I could stand, then moved east some, and turned back south. 
That way, I get to see almost everything."


"Did you hear many rumors?"


"People love to gossip, especially
with travelers," Janmik confirmed.  "I've heard some amazing
stories."


"Have you heard anything about...
vampires?"


"Oh, several good stories about
vampires," Janmik said enthusiastically.  "Would you like to hear
some?"


"Sure... but most importantly, did
anyone ever say where they were?"


"Oh, that's not rumor.  There's a
vampire family - that's what they call their group, a family - living in
Travaysal."


"Really."


"Oh, yes.  I mean, unless the people
were lying to me.  Nobody tried to bite me or anything, you see, but I was
given to believe that there was such a group there."


David nodded.  "Tell me your
stories, please," he said.


Gnomes are great storytellers, and Janmik
was no different.  He regaled David for the next two hours with his stories,
till long after their meal was gone.


The two, deciding that the inn was not a
suitable place for them to rest, walked back out onto the street and continued
talking.


"I must find a place to rest for the
night," Janmik said.  "What about you?"


"I suppose.  I have a feeling this
inn is the only public resting place, though... and clearly, we're not welcome
there."


"No," Janmik said, frowning.


"I suppose we could bunk with
Cupcake in the stable," David offered.


"I've slept in worse," Janmik
agreed.


"C'mon," David said.  They
walked down the street and carried on with their talking.  David told Janmik
about his first years at the Academy, and Janmik entertained him with tales of
Gtharsis.


The two were not accosted before they
reached the stable, and David led Janmik to the right stall.  Janmik was taken
aback by what he found there, however.


"I thought you were riding a
horse!" he admitted.


David chuckled.  "I borrowed Cupcake
from the school.  She's a very good traveling companion."


"And fast, I imagine," Janmik
said.


"Yes.  Mind if we rest with you,
girl?" David asked Cupcake.


Cupcake nickered, and shifted in such a
way as to give them room to lie down.  David patted her neck affectionately,
while Janmik kept his distance.


"She won't hurt you," David
told him as he sat down himself.  "She's very gentle."


"That's good to know," Janmik
said.  "But all the same, I'll sleep over here, if you don't mind."


David grinned.  "No problem.  Good
night."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


In the morning, David and Janmik returned
to the inn for breakfast.  The innkeeper had scowled deeply at them, but hadn't
bothered to say anything.  The waitress had served them politely, and David
left her a hefty tip.  When she asked him what it was for, he told her,
"You don't deserve to be stuck in this place.  Call it a start on your
moving fund."  After that she smiled at him, and waved to them as they
left the inn.


David offered to give the gnome a ride,
but Janmik just looked pale, and declined politely.  He told David that he
preferred to walk, as that way he wouldn't miss anything.  The two parted ways,
and David turned west, while Janmik went north.


David wasn't sure exactly where Travaysal
was, despite getting directions from Janmik.  He figured he'd just have to go
from village to village asking, until he found it.


David reached the border with Gtharsis by
mid-day, marked only by a small building standing on each side, with some sort
of official standing out front.  These were labeled visitor centers, and there
was no gate or other barrier between the lands.  Figuring this might be a good
place to get directions, David landed, and entered the Callamandian visitor center.


"Can I help you?" a cute young
woman asked him.


"I hope so.  I'm trying to get to
Travaysal.  Can you tell me how to get there from here?"


"Oh, sure!  Go east for about a
mile, and there's a small village.  Take the road north out of that village,
and it'll lead you right into Travaysal.  Take a few days to get there, if
you're walking..."


"I'm not.  Is there a landmark that
will let me know when I've reached Travaysal?"


"Not that I'm aware of.  But there
are only two villages between the little one where you turn, and Travaysal. 
So, you can just count them as you pass by."


David nodded.  "Okay, thank
you."


"No problem.  Don't get
bitten!"


"Huh?"


The woman blushed.  "Just a joke. 
There are supposed to be vampires in Travaysal."


"Oh," David said, as if this
was news.  "I'll watch my step," he assured her with a grin, then
left.


"C'mon, Cupcake.  Hopefully we're on
the last part of our trip to find the vampires."


Cupcake didn't seem to be overly happy
about that, but she leapt into the sky without hesitation.  They winged east
until they saw a small village, and then turned north, following the road that
led out of the village, and along the border.


It wasn't long before they found
Travaysal.  David landed a short way outside of town, and Cupcake walked along
the road.  David found a stable on the outskirts of the settlement, and he
housed Cupcake there.  Jailla again flew to a tree, to keep an eye on things.  If
anything went wrong near Cupcake, Jailla could communicate that to David.  It made
David feel better about leaving Cupcake in an unfamiliar place.


David walked the rest of the way into the
town alone, looking around with interest.  He had no idea how to find vampires,
if there really were any here.  His best bet, he knew, was to ask people, but
that risked getting into trouble with the locals.  He would just have to see
what he could do.


His first stop, as usual, was a small
eatery.  Not because he was hungry, but because it was the easiest way to
strike up conversations with people.


"So, what brings you all this
way south?" the waitress asked.  David was still wearing his uniform from
school.


"Research," he said, after a
moment of figuring out the best way to answer that question.  "I'm looking
for vampires," he said quietly.


"Oh?  Why?" she asked,
suspicious.


"As I said, research."


"Planning to do experiments on
them?"


"No, nothing of that sort." 
Not entirely true, since someone would have to test out any potions he came up
with, but it was a mostly truthful answer to her question.


"Why come here?"


"I've heard from a couple sources
now that there is a family of vampires living in Travaysal.  Would you know
anything about it?"


"They're here.  Or at least,
everyone believes they're here.  I've never met a vampire that I know of,
so..."


"Any idea how I'd go about
introducing myself?"


The waitress snorted.  "Since I've
never met them, how could I say?"


David nodded.  "Thanks,
anyway."


"No problem.  Good luck in your
search."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


For the next two days, David wandered
around town, asking people almost at random if they knew anything about
vampires.  Everyone asserted that there were vampires in Travaysal, but no one
indicated knowing where or how to find them.


Each day, David would take an hour or
two, to let Cupcake out to fly and run.  She greatly appreciated his
consideration, and whinnied joyously when she saw him.


The problem David faced was that he had
no idea if people were lying to him or not.  He had even tried some of his
advanced divination techniques, but hadn't been able to detect any deception. 
That didn't mean there was none there, however.


Finally, David decided that a more
invasive search was going to be necessary, if he was going to find the
vampires.  He began to follow people invisibly, to see where they would go.  He
didn't really know what he was looking for, but he hoped that he would see or
hear something that happened in private that would give him some kind of clue.


At first, David started to follow the
people who looked the creepiest to him.  After a few days, however, he realized
that was foolish.  He, himself, didn't look creepy, and he was undead, so why
should vampires look any different?  He switched his focus, trying to find
people whose behavior seemed a bit strange, instead.


After a week of trying, David was getting
close to giving up.  He had slowly shifted his schedule, following people later
and later in the day, with the thought that perhaps vampires were, in fact,
night walkers.


It was two more days before, finally, David's
persistence paid off.  He was following a young lady who looked as though she
had just gotten up, but it was almost sundown.  He followed her for an hour
before she finally headed into a larger home.  He went in behind her, and found
the place had many people milling around and chatting.


Shortly after the young woman and David
arrived, everyone headed into a large dining hall, and they settled at the
table.  The first thing that happened was rather disgusting to David.  A bell
rang, and another group of people came into the room, each one kneeling beside
one of the diners.  At a nod from the person at the head of the table, each of
the vampires bit into the neck of their victim.  The feeding took but a few
seconds, but made David's stomach lurch watching it.


Once the vampires had finished, their
victims stood and left the room.  At that point, servants began to bring out
the evening's food on large platters.  David was gratified to see that the food
was normal; turkey, ham, and chicken.  With the food in place, the servants,
too, departed.


"We give thanks to The Provider for
this bounteous meal," the man at the head of the table intoned.


"And ask that He may provide the
same tomorrow," the group responded.


"Before we begin eating," the
man said, "do we have any more news about the stranger who is looking for
us?"


There were many shakes of the head to
answer him.  One woman said, "He's still staying at the inn.  He is a
student at the Woodward Academy, and he owns a pegasus named Cupcake, which he
exercises daily."


David raised his eyebrows.  He hadn't
expected that they would be trying to track him.


"Is he a danger to us?" the man
asked.


"I don't know," the woman
replied.


David couldn't resist the opportunity
that this presented.  He said, while still invisible, "No, I'm not."


The man rose from his seat, while the
others looked around in confusion.


"Who spoke?" the man demanded. 
He started to cast a spell, but before he could finish, David faded to
visibility, but not solidity.


"I did," he replied.  A few of
the vampires nearest him emitted involuntary hisses.  Once it was clear that
there would be no immediate hostile move, he faded to solid form.


"Who are you?" the man at the
head of the table demanded.


"Please excuse me," David
said.  "My name is David Stroud.  I have been looking for you for a while
now, and since asking politely wasn't getting any results, I decided to take
the more direct approach."


"How do you..." one of the
nearby men asked.


David smiled.  "I am a
demighost," he replied simply.


"And what is it you want of
us?" the leader inquired.


"Well, you see," David said,
moving slightly closer to the table, "I am an apprenticing potions master,
and I am trying to complete my apprenticeship requirements.  To do so, I have
to invent several potions.  Because I, myself, am undead, I decided to see if
there were potions that could be made to help out other undead.  I am merely
here to ask you if there's anything you need that I might be able to
provide."


"And you expect us to take you at
your word?"


"You're welcome to contact my
Potions Master..."


"And that would be?"


"Prof. Samantha Stott, at The
Woodward Academy of Magical Arts."


There were murmurs of recognition around
the table.  Clearly some of these people had heard of Sam.


"Assume for a moment," the man
said, sitting back down and motioning David to an empty seat, "that we
believe you, what do you expect of us?"


"Just information, really,"
David said.  "I have to know what it is you need.  Oh, and, of course,
somebody has to be brave enough to try the concoctions that I come up
with."


"How long have you been working on
your apprenticeship?" one of the other vampires asked.


"Two and a half years now,"
David said.


"And your skill level?"


"I am a probationary member of the
Royal Potions Guild," David said.  There were further murmurs around the
table.


"Very well," the man at the
head of the table said.  "Perhaps there are things that could help
us."


"Tell me," David said with
interest.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David moved from the inn, to stay in the
vampire meeting hall.  It was simply more convenient for everyone, as there was
plenty of workspace available to him, and there were always a few vampires
milling about, so if he needed to ask a question, he could.


After dinner of his first day in the
hall, two people showed up at the door of his work room.


"Hello," the girl said.


David turned in surprise.  He'd been
doing some research, and hadn't heard them enter.  "Oh, hi," he said
politely.


"I'm Lydia Maitland.  This is Adam
Deetz.  Mychel sent us."


"Mychel...?"


"Mychel Corbray, the head of the
family."


"Oh, okay.  Funny, he never did
introduce himself.  Anyway, what can I do for you?"


"We've been assigned to help
you," Adam told him.  Both of them looked like they were even younger than
David.


"Not that I mind, but why you
two?"


Lydia smiled.  "We are the newest
vampires in the family."


"This is gonna sound rude, but just
how old are you two?"


Adam said, "I'm eighteen.  Lydia's
sixteen.  Does it matter?"


"Not really.  I was just curious. 
How... how did you become vampires?"


Lydia sat down on the stool nearest
David.  "How did you become a demighost?" she asked, smiling
challengingly.


"I died in the presence of another
demighost, who had been cursed.  The curse turned me into a demighost, as
well.  Now you," he said with a grin.


"I was turned by mistake," Adam
said.  "The vampire who bit me hadn't intended to do it, but he was
wounded, and he needed strength.  He ended up taking all of my blood."


"Is that how vampires come about? 
The vampire has to take all of a person's blood?"


Lydia nodded.  "Either that, or be
born of a vampire mother."


"So which happened to you?"
David asked Lydia.


"My mother was a vampire."


"Was?" David asked.


"She was killed a few years after I
was born."


"I'm sorry," David said
sincerely.


Lydia smiled softly.  "It's okay. 
I've learned to live with it."


David nodded.  "So... can I ask,
those people at dinner...  the ones you..."


"Oh, the feeders?" Lydia asked.


"Is that what you call them?  Are
they under some kind of spell?  I mean, they didn't seem to be hesitant to have
you bite them... which, I mean, can't be pleasant..."


"All of our feeders are here
voluntarily," Adam said sternly.  "We don't hunt people."


"Why do they do it?  Do they get
paid?" David asked.


"In a way," Adam said. 
"So long as they are feeding us, they will not age.  The bite we inflict
provides them that magical protection.  Also, those that wish to be, will
eventually be turned."


"Doesn't that grow your population
pretty fast?" David asked.


"Not many people actually wish to be
turned.  As a feeder, they get the benefit of longevity, without the drawbacks
of being a vampire.  A feeder, for instance, can go out in direct sunlight
without any worries at all."


"What happens to a vampire?"
David asked curiously.  The section they'd written up for the handbook had
covered some of this in vague detail, but this was the first time he'd ever had
the chance to get the information firsthand.


"It will make us sick after a while,
if we don't keep covered up.  An hour in direct sunlight is enough to make us
ill for days."


"Sunscreen doesn't help?"


"It slows it down, but ultimately,
no.  Clothing is the only real protection.  But it looks very odd to walk
around with your face covered."


David nodded.  "So.  Your leader
said that I could best help by finding a way to control blood-lust.  Can you
explain to me exactly what that is?"


"We have to consume human
blood," Adam told him.  "We don't manufacture our own, but we still
need it.  If we don't get a regular influx of fresh blood, we grow weak.  If we
go for long enough, we can become so weak that we cannot move.  We might as
well be dead... but we're not; we suffer through that entire period.  So, the
longer we go without blood, the stronger the impulse is to feed.  But the lust
is always stronger than it needs to be.  For instance, though I have just fed
less than an hour ago, I can already feel the desire to feed again.  I won't need
to feed for another three days - though we will feed again tomorrow - but the
desire is still present.  It's somewhat uncomfortable.  By the time we feed
tomorrow, it will be a decidedly unpleasant sensation."


"Why not just feed more often?"
David asked.


"It's not good for the humans,"
Lydia replied.  "We take enough blood that if we fed whenever we felt like
it, they'd start to become ill.  If we fed on more than one person... well, it
takes too many people to support us.  Other families have tried this stuff. 
It's just not useful."


David nodded in understanding.  "So,
what is needed is a way to put a damper on the desire to feed."


"Yes," Adam confirmed.


"Okay," David said.  "I'm
going to have to do some research.  Will you two be in the house somewhere, if
I have questions?"


"Since it is the summer, we have no
school.  We will remain in the building for as long as you are here," Adam
told him.


"Oh.  Okay.  Sorry to get you stuck
indoors for a while.  Anyway, for now, I'll be doing a lot of reading, so you
might as well... I don't know, go do whatever you'd normally do."


Adam nodded, and left.  Lydia said,
"I'll stay here, if you don't mind.  In case you have questions."


David shrugged.  "It's going to be
boring, but you're welcome to stay if you want."


Lydia nodded quietly, and then David
turned back to his books.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Okay, who gets to try it?"
David asked.  It was three days later, and this was his first attempt at a
blood-lust control potion.


Lydia and Adam both stared at it in dismay. 
It looked and smelled awful.


"We have to drink the entire
glass?" Adam asked.


"I don't actually know," David
said.  "So, for now, yes, you do."


Adam pulled out a grana.  "Flip you
for it?" he asked Lydia.


"Heads," she agreed.


Adam flipped the coin, and it came up
tails.  Lydia frowned.


David smiled sympathetically and said,
"Sorry."


She took the glass, held her nose, and
swallowed the entire thing as fast as she could.  David took the glass from
her, and waited.  He hoped it wouldn't make her sick; that was one risk with a
new potion.


After making several faces at the
unpleasant taste, Lydia settled.


"Well?" David asked.


She frowned and shook her head.  "I
still very much want to feed."


"Good thing it's dinnertime,
then," David quipped.  "Oh, well.  It was only a first attempt."


"Try again tomorrow?" Adam
asked.


"If I have a new potion ready by
then," David agreed.


"You get to try that
one!" Lydia told Adam.  David chuckled, as they all went on to dinner.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"This one doesn't smell so
bad," Lydia said.  It was her turn again to try the potion.  This was
David's fifth attempt.


"Hopefully, it won't taste horrid,
either," David told her.


"Go on, give it a try," Adam
said gleefully.  The one he'd taken yesterday had, in fact, caused him to lose
his blood-lust, but it had done so by causing him to vomit so violently that he
didn't want to consume anything at all.


Lydia glared at him, but then she tipped
the glass back and swallowed it in two large gulps, as fast as she could.


David took the glass from her.


"Hey, that wasn't half-bad,"
she said.  "And hey!  I'm not lusting!"


"Really?" Adam said.  "Let
me try!"


David poured more of the potion into a
glass, and gave it to Adam.  He swallowed it, and was just as enthusiastic. 
"It works!"


"The question is, how much of it do
you have to take, and how often?" David told them.  "We'll have to
try some experiments.  Let me know when you start to feel the desire to feed
again.  And... in order for me to figure it out, you need to not feed
until you feel the urge.  Unless, that is, you don't feel the urge for the next
two days, since you said you actually need to feed every three days..."


The other two nodded.  "After that,
we start to get weaker, from dead loss."


David looked at him curiously.


Adam explained.  "The reason we have
to keep feeding is that our body can only keep the blood alive for about a
month.  So we have to replace it, little by little, every few days.  If we wait
too long, then there starts to not be enough living blood in our system, and
that's why we grow weak."


"Oh, I see.  Well, anyway, don't
feed until Sunday.  And let me know when you start to feel the urge.  Now, I
guess I should work on that other potion he wanted."


"What was that?" Lydia asked.


"He wants to be able to eat
garlic."


Lydia giggled.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"And I just drink this?" Mychel
questioned.


"Yes, sir."


Mychel knocked back the potion, gritting
his teeth at the flavor.  "And how long, now, do I have to wait before I
may eat?"


"You can eat now.  The potion is
instantaneous."


Mychel hesitantly took a forkful of the
pasta into his mouth.  He could smell the aroma of the garlic in the food.  As
he began to chew, he savored the flavor of the heretofore forbidden herb. 
Without the potion, he would have already been choking, and his throat would be
swelling shut.  Right now, all he sensed was the wonderful flavor of garlic.


After he swallowed his first bite, he
smiled at David.  "Wonderful!"


David grinned.


After another mouthful of pasta, Mychel
said, "But this was the lesser of two potions we asked for..."


"Lydia?  How are you feeling?"
David asked.


"Just starting to feel the
lust," she told him, blushing slightly at using that word in front of
Mychel.


David nodded.  "And you need to feed
tonight, anyway.  Adam?"


"The same.  I can feel it creeping
back, but it is barely noticeable yet."


"By dinnertime, it may be
stronger."  David turned to Mychel.  "I created the blood-lust potion
first, but I've been waiting for results.  I gave Lydia and Adam the potion on
Friday, but I needed to know how long it would last.  Apparently, if they are
typical, it will control the lust completely between needed
feedings."


"I would like to test this
myself," Mychel insisted.


David pulled out a flask, and poured it
into a nearby glass.  He handed it to Mychel, who sniffed the potion, and then
swallowed it.  Instantly, a strange smile came across his face.


"I have not felt like this in five
hundred years!" Mychel said.  "I have no hunger for blood at all! 
This is incredible!"


David smiled in satisfaction.


"Is this potion going to be
expensive?" Mychel finally asked, once he'd gotten over the euphoria of
his new experience.


David grimaced.  "Well, there is the
one problem.  Right now, I can't sell it to you."


"Why not?" Mychel demanded,
glowering.


"I'm not allowed to sell potions
yet," David told him.  "That's what being a probationary member of
the guild means.  Once I become a potions master, I will be able to make it and
sell it, but not until then."


"And how long will that take?"


"I'm hoping just a couple more
months.  I'm over halfway done with my list of requirements."


Mychel sighed.  "I suppose we can
wait that long.  We have tolerated this inconvenience for centuries.  Another
few months is nothing by comparison.  When you can sell it, will it cost
us much?"


"The ingredients are fairly normal,
and it is easy to make.  The only part that may cost is the sheer amount of it
you need.  The glass you just drank should control the lust for about
three days, so, between feedings.  But that means one of those glasses, every
three days, for each and every member of your family.  Do you have a potions
maker among you?"


"We do not."


"That makes things harder.  I will
contact you as soon as I have my full membership in the guild, and we can make
arrangements of some kind."


Mychel nodded.  "That will be
sufficient."


"Are there any other potions you
would like me to work on?  I can tell you now that I've already looked at a
sun-blocking potion for you, and haven't found anything helpful yet."


Mychel frowned.  "That would be the
only other thing we might have use for."


David nodded.  "In that case, I will
probably be leaving tomorrow."


"So soon?" Lydia asked.


"I still have more work to do,"
he told her.  "And I discovered, while I was working on the blood-lust
potion, another potion which might help out another... unwanted race."


"Oh?" Mychel asked, intrigued.


"I discovered a potion that will
cause a person to never run out of blood, even if they're bleeding
profusely."


"This... this could be very useful
to us, as well," Mychel said.


"I don't see how.  Your body can't
sustain the blood.  Weirdly, the potion would give you real blood, for a
while... it did for me... but it won't last.  After the potion faded, the blood
just kind of evaporated from my body."


"But it could prevent us from
turning people when we don't wish to," Mychel explained.  "When a
vampire is wounded, we need more blood, to repair ourselves."


"Yes, Adam was telling me that's how
he got turned."


"Exactly.  But if they do not run
out of blood, then we could take all we needed, without concern for turning
them."


David nodded.  "True.  I hadn't
thought of that."


"This could, perhaps, be the most
useful of the potions you've created.  Who, may I ask, did you think needed
this more than us?"


"The lamias," David replied.


"Ah," Mychel said in
comprehension.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David pulled out his mirror.  He was
currently standing in a small clearing, in the woods east of Travaysal.  He'd
said his good-byes to the vampire family, and promised to contact them as soon
as he was able to provide them with the potions.


He hadn't wanted to make this phone call
in their presence, because he didn't know how they felt about lamias.  He
dialed his mirror and said, "Professor Josiah Schmidt, Woodward
Academy."


In just a few seconds, an image appeared
in the mirror.  "Yes?"


"Professor, it's David Stroud.  Do
you remember me?"


"Rather hard to forget," the
professor said with a smile.  "How can I help you?"


"Well, do you remember, near the
beginning of last year, at one of the seminars, you brought in a lamia named
Kiorin?"


"Yes..."


"I need to know how to find
her."


"Why?" Prof. Schmidt asked
suspiciously.


"Well, as you may or may not know, I
am working on becoming a potions master.  I'm currently in the process of
inventing my own potions.  While I was working on some other potions, I
discovered one that could possibly be of real benefit to the lamias."


"What does it do?"


David explained the nature of his blood
expanding potion to the professor, who was rather surprised and impressed.


"I wonder why no one else has
thought of that," Prof. Schmidt marveled.  "It's a brilliant idea, of
course.  Take away the thing that makes lamias dangerous.  If this potion
works, David, there may be a medal in it for you."


"Not really worried about that,
Professor.  I just didn't like how bad Kiorin felt about herself and her
people."


Prof. Schmidt nodded.  "Well, I will
tell you where to find her, but you must swear to keep this knowledge to
yourself.  You know what others would do with the information."


"Yes, sir.  Trust me, I won't do
anything to harm the lamias."


"Very well.  Kiorin's den - that's
what they call their clans - lives in the forests of Central Callamandia. 
Where are you now?"


"Just outside Travaysal."


"Oh?  Helping vampires, were
we?" Prof. Schmidt said with a smirk.


"Yes, actually," David replied
with an equal grin.


"Oh?  You mean they really live
there?  Interesting.  Well, anyway, from Travaysal, you'll need to travel
northeast about a hundred miles."  Prof. Schmidt went on to give more
explicit instructions, and told David just to call back if he had any further
difficulties.


David thanked the professor and fogged
off, and then turned to Cupcake.  "Up to more flying, girl?"


Cupcake gave a little prance and shook
her head happily.  David smiled, and then mounted her.  In a few seconds, they
were in the sky, heading northeast.


-----


"Oh, do I get to remain flesh and
blood this time?" Jailla sniffed.


"Sorry, Jailla, but you're the one
who said riding on Cupcake would be uncomfortable for you."


"I know.  That doesn't mean I have
to like missing out on the trip."


"Sorry.  But we'll be walking into
the forest from here, so...  In fact, Cupcake, do you want to just wait out
here for us?  It might get thick and tangly in there, I don't know..."


Cupcake shook her head, and stepped
toward the trees.


David cocked his head in acceptance. 
"Okay, it's your choice.  Don't say I didn't warn you."


The three of them entered the woods where
Prof. Schmidt had told David to, and they began to walk.  This was the slowest
traveling he'd done all month.  He wondered just how long it would take for
them to find Kiorin.


Jailla flew from tree to tree, checking
the path ahead from time to time, and then returning to David.  For once, he
was getting to help out on the journey, and he was enjoying his freedom.


The three walked for several hours, and
then stopped in a clearing so that Cupcake could rest and graze.  David was, of
course, not hungry, but Jailla was, and he nibbled on a nearby lagoonberry
bush.


Their afternoon walk was much the same as
their morning walk, and when they stopped for the night, David wondered just
how long it might take to find the lamia den.  He rested against Cupcake, and
slept, having strange dreams of snakes.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David awoke in darkness, as usual. 
Cupcake and Jailla both still slept.  He rose quietly, not wanting to disturb
either of them.  He didn't go far, however, before he realized that they were
already being observed.  A quick whistle brought both Cupcake and Jailla to
wakefulness, as David backed himself into the clearing they'd rested in.  He
saw movement in the trees, but couldn't yet make out what was out there.


Finally, a face appeared, and a body
followed.


"Who are you, and what do you
want?" she demanded.


"My name is David Stroud.  I come
from the Woodward Academy.  I am looking for Kiorin."


"What do you want with her?"
the lamia demanded again.


"Well, really, I don't need
her... she's just the only lamia I've met before, so I thought it would be
easier to communicate with her."


"When have you met me before?"
Kiorin asked, approaching from David's right side, her voice gentler.  The lead
lamia scowled at Kiorin for interrupting.


David turned to face her.  "You
probably don't remember me, but I was at the seminar that you took part in,
early last year, up at the Academy."


"Oh," she said, nodding. 
"I don't remember you specifically... wait, you do... were you the one who
asked the professor if I would be allowed to leave?"


"Yes," David confirmed.


"I do remember you.  That was a very
honorable thing for you to have done."


David shrugged.  "I just wanted to
make sure you weren't going to be hurt after helping us out."


"What do you want?" the leader
suddenly demanded, aggravated at the pleasant chat.


David turned back to her.  "I'm
sorry, how should I refer to you?"


"My name is Larentis."


"Nice to meet you.  As to why I'm
here...  You see, I'm an apprentice potions maker, and I'm working on my final
requirements for mastery.  I'm required to invent my own potions for that. 
Well, while I was working on another potion, I discovered something that might
be helpful to you.  I'm not sure it will help, but I think it will...
and so I came to talk to you, to see if it works or not."


"What does this potion do?"
Kiorin asked, again annoying her leader.


"It's a blood expansion potion. 
When you were at the seminar, you said that, during mating, you drain a man of
all his blood, right?"


"Yes..."


"Now, my question is, do you
actually need to take all of his blood, or do you simply need so much blood
that he has none left?"


"What's the difference?"
Larentis asked coldly.


David turned back to her, responding
politely, "There's a big difference.  The question is actually, is it
necessary for you to kill the man, or is killing the man just a side-effect? 
The average person has about a gallon and a half of blood.  So, ultimately,
what I need to know is, do you need all of the man's blood, or do you
simply need a gallon and a half?"


"I still don't see what difference
it would make," Larentis admitted, her tone slightly less gruff.


"My potion can increase a man's
blood volume.  Basically, if he is bleeding, he will keep producing blood until
the potion wears off.  You could take a gallon and a half from him, and it
wouldn't do him any harm."


"Is this possible?" Kiorin
asked.


David replied, "I know the potion
works.  The only question is whether or not it will help you."


"How could it not?"
another lamia asked, entering the clearing.


"If your need is, in fact, for
death, rather than just for blood, then you will continue to take his blood
until the potion wears off, and he dies, anyway.  This would have nasty effects
on both of you.  He'd be dead, and you'd probably be very sick from ingesting
so much blood."


"Larentis?" Kiorin asked. 
"I wouldn't have any idea whether the man's death is necessary. 
Would you?"


"No.  It's never been a relevant
question before.  His death was inevitable, so whether or not it was necessary
was never considered."


"In which case, the only way to find
out, is to try it."


"You are the only male
present," Larentis pointed out.  "If it doesn't work, it could be
rather detrimental to you.  I point this out to you because I am not personally
in need.  Nor are any of the others around you at the moment."


"You can't kill me," David told
her.  "I'm already dead.  But I have no sperm, so I'm not sure I'd satisfy
your lusts, anyway."


"You would postpone them,"
Larentis said.  "We have encountered infertile males before.  You are...
undead?"


"I am a demighost, yes."


"Then does this potion even work on
you?" Kiorin asked.  "You have no blood to expand."


David smiled.  "It works, yes. 
Temporarily."


"Then you are the safest person to
try it on," Kiorin said.


"Unfortunately, if none of you
are... uh... 'in heat', as they say..." David remarked, embarrassed.


"None of us here is,"
Kiorin said.  "But one of my daughters is.  Even if nothing at all works,
at least you would put off her lusting for another month.  It would keep her
safe for that much longer."


"I do have a question,"
Larentis said.  "How would we know if the potion works or not, since we
cannot kill you, anyway?"


"Well, that's easy.  The potion will
produce in me far more than a gallon and a half of blood.  If... what's your
daughter's name?" he asked Kiorin.


"Kielin."


"Family tradition?" he asked,
getting sidetracked.


"Yes."


David nodded, and turned back to
Larentis.  "If Kielin, assuming she's amenable to having sex with me,
drinks all of the blood, then the potion won't help you.  If, on the
other hand, she stops while there is still blood in me, then it works as
hoped."


Larentis nodded.  "I think you will
find Kielin has little chance of resisting your presence.  That is why no lusting
lamia is ever on patrol."


"Makes sense," David replied
reasonably.


"Come with us," Larentis said,
and led the way out of the clearing.  David followed, walking next to Kiorin. 
Jailla and Cupcake brought up the rear, behind the other lamias.


As they walked, Kiorin asked David,
"Why are you trying to help us?"


David replied, "Why not?"


"We are evil creatures, forced to
kill in order to survive..."


"Kiorin, every carnivore around is
forced to kill in order to survive.  Granted, they normally do so to feed, not
to mate, but I don't actually see much of a difference.  More to the point,
killing people isn't something you've chosen, but something that's forced upon
you by your sex drive.  It's not a conscious choice.  Evil has to be chosen, in
my opinion.  You are... unfortunate, not evil.  If you were evil, the death of
those men wouldn't bother you in the least."


"Do you see all situations
like this?" Kiorin asked.


"Like what?"


"So... positively?"


"No, I don't.  But I do try to see
people for what they really are."


After some further walking in silence,
Kiorin said, "It occurs to me... you had to know, when you came here, that
you'd be the only human male around."


"I knew it was a good
possibility," David confirmed.


"So, you knew that you would likely
have to have sex with one of us to test your potion.  Did you want to
have sex with a lamia?"


David shrugged.  "The way you
described it, it didn't sound like an unpleasant experience."


Kiorin hesitated, then asked, "Were
you hoping to have sex with me?"


David grinned.  "I certainly
wouldn't have objected if it had been you," he replied, causing her to
blush.  "But no.  You said you mate every six years.  Since you were
pregnant at the start of last year, you certainly couldn't be ready now."


As they continued to walk, Kiorin said,
"I should warn you that, when Kielin sees you, she may... charge.  It's
her first lusting, and it's been several days.  She is... very eager?  I'm
afraid you might get hurt."


"Well, thanks for the warning.  I'll
try to be quick on my feet.  But... why hasn't she gone out to mate yet?"


"She's tried, but no one has come
close enough to our territory.  The locals know not to come here."


"At least they don't come hunting
you," David said.


"They've tried that a time or two,
as well," she said.  "It didn't work out well for them."


David nodded.  Finally, they reached the
lamias' den.  It was rustic, but it looked comfortable.  The homes seemed
almost to grow straight from the ground.  The logs which made up the small
cabins still had leaves on them.  The roofs seemed to be a woven canopy of
branches tight enough to keep out rain.


"Our only magic," Kiorin
explained, "is manipulating plants."


"Are lamias fairies?" David
asked.  "I thought fiddling with plants was a fairy thing."


"No, we're not fairies.  We are
birthed from each other.  But we have that one... fairy-like ability."


"Kiorin," Larentis said. 
"Take him to Kielin."


"You should take your potion
now," Kiorin told him.  "You won't have time to do it later."


David pulled a vial out of his pocket,
and swallowed the contents.  He stopped for a moment, dizzy.  Kiorin put a hand
out to steady him, uncertain.


"Are you all right?" she asked.


David nodded, and shook his head to clear
it.  "The potion makes me dizzy, as the new blood rushes through my body
to fill up my blood vessels."


"Does it make others dizzy?"


"No.  It's strictly an effect of the
rushing blood.  Since normal men wouldn't have rushing blood, they wouldn't get
the dizziness."


Kiorin nodded, and led David off to the
side of the den, where a smaller cabin was situated.


"This is the cabin where we stay
when we're in lust.  Kielin is inside."


"Why do you separate yourselves like
this?"


"We become very irritable and
aggressive, even toward each other, when we're lusting.  This way, we can go
into the woods to look for a mate, and come back, without having to pass
through the rest of the den.  It reduces tension, overall."


David nodded.  "Makes sense to me. 
Is there anything I need to do before going in there?"


"If you like your clothes, you might
want to remove them now.  She will probably not have the mental clarity to
remove them gently.  First lusts are always the worst.  David... even if this
does not work, I want to thank you for trying to help us."  Kiorin leaned
forward and kissed him softly.  When she leaned back, she said, "I'll
leave you to your task."


As David walked up to the porch of the
cabin, he had as much privacy as was possible in the woods.  The door of the
cabin faced away from the rest of the village, so he couldn't be seen where he
was standing, unless someone was out in the forest.  He undressed, setting his
clothes neatly in a pile by the door.  Then, taking a deep breath, he opened
the door to the cabin.
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The cabin inside was one large room.  It
had what could only be called a nesting area, a table, and what passed for a
kitchen.  It also housed Kielin.  She, like her mother, had a bright green
snake body.  David had little chance to observe more, because as soon as she
saw him, she lunged.


David, ready for this, dove out of the
way.  Kielin's shoulder slammed into the door, and it gave David time enough to
get to his feet.  Deciding that, in this case, aggression might be the safest
move, he grabbed her from behind, his feet straddling her serpent body.  So
that she would know he wasn't attacking to harm, he immediately ran his hands
up her abdomen and cupped her breasts, massaging them outside her top.  He
quickly grew tired of that, and yanked the top upward, letting her tits bounce
free.  Now he could toy with them directly.


Kielin moaned as David rolled her nipples
between his fingers.  He began to nibble on the base of her neck, and she
mewled.


After a while, David let go of her, and
stepped to the side.  Kielin immediately turned to face him, a burning hunger
in her eyes.  He stepped close to her, so she wouldn't feel the need to attack
again.  She clutched him to her body, and their mouths mashed together, their
tongues immediately dancing.  She lifted him off the ground and carried him
into the middle of the room, all the while kissing him.  When she set him down,
she broke their kiss, but did not let him go.


"Fuck me," she hissed.  It was
the first time he'd heard any of the lamias sound snake-like.  David was hard,
from having her tits mashed into his chest, the nipples digging sharply into
him, and from kissing her so deeply.  He reached down to find her opening, and
his fingers slipped easily inside; she was very wet and ready.


Taking his dick in hand, David placed it
at her opening, and pushed forward.  She hissed loudly at the feel of him, and
dropped backward, until she was lying on the floor, David on top of her.


"Fuck me!" she demanded, louder
this time.  David used his legs and hips, and began to thrust into her.  As he
moved in and out of her, his entire body tingled with one of the most pleasant
sensations he'd ever felt.


The pleasantness distracted him, while
Kielin rapidly coiled her body around the both of them, holding him against her,
giving him just enough freedom to move in and out, but with no chance to
escape.


The two rolled around on the floor, back
and forth, as they each worked their hips to continue coupling.  David returned
to kissing Kielin, and she gladly reciprocated, enjoying her first sexual
experience.  As David continued to fuck her, Kielin felt a strange tingle start
to come upon her.  When it peaked, she broke their kiss and screamed out in
passion, the first orgasm of her life washing over her.


David didn't stop as she shuddered
beneath him.  He didn't think he could stop, actually, as his body
seemed to almost have a mind of its own.  His movements prolonged Kielin's
orgasm, which seemed to go on and on.  He felt his own climax approaching, in
fact, and his hips actually sped up, to hurry it along.


Just as David was getting close to the
point of no return, he suddenly felt the tip of Kielin's tail.  It thrust its
way up into his ass.  This was a rude awakening for David, but she also managed
to massage his prostate, and he immediately began to cum violently, his hips
slammed against her and froze as his balls emptied every bit of cum he had
inside him.


Kielin screamed in pleasure, but then,
suddenly, a feral look crossed her face.  She opened her mouth and hissed, and
David saw now a large set of fangs.  He didn't even have time to cringe as
those fangs impaled themselves into the spot where his neck met his shoulder. 
Blood gushed out as Kielin fed upon him.  The pain was not as intense as David
had imagined it would be.  In fact, the longer she fed, the less painful it
was.


David simply waited - there was little
else he could do - while Kielin fed.  In a few minutes, she pulled back,
releasing him from her bite, and her grip.  David slowly rolled off of her,
kneeling by her side.  Blood was still flowing from his wound.  He had no need
of it, so he made no effort to stop it.


Kielin looked up at him, and he could see
that her mental faculties were coming back to her.  For the first time, he saw
intelligence in her gaze, rather than mere instinct.


"How come you're not dead?" she
asked, confused.


David chuckled.  "Actually, I am
dead.  But I was dead when I came in here."


"I don't understand," she
admitted.


"I'm a demighost.  This was an...
experiment.  I was testing a new potion that might help the lamias."


"Oh."


David put out his hand, helping Kielin up
from the floor.  She seemed a bit unsteady.


"Are you all right?" David
asked, concerned.


Kielin nodded.  "Mom said to expect
this the first time.  She said my body needed to learn to accept the
blood."


"I need to ask you, why did you stop
biting me?"


She shrugged.  "I don't know... I
just didn't feel like drinking any more blood.  Is that bad?"


"No.  It's actually very good.  It
means the potion can help your people."


"Well, that's good.  I'm sorry I
attacked you.  I couldn't help myself."


"That's all right," David
replied, staying close to her.  "Your mother warned me, and I was ready
for it.  Are you feeling better now?"


"Yes.  My body seems to be adjusting. 
Why?"


"Well," David said with a
smile.  "I was just wondering if you'd like to do something no lamia
before you has ever done."


"What's that?" she asked.


"Have sex with the same guy
twice," David said.


Kielin smiled widely.


Soon the cabin was alive with noise once
more.


-----


"Well?" Larentis asked.  The
other lamias were also there, interested to find out about this new
possibility.


In response, David just pulled back the
bandage on his neck.  Blood still oozed out of it.  The potion had only another
half-hour to go, and then the blood would be gone, and David could get fully
dressed.  Currently, he wasn't wearing a shirt or his coat, to keep them from
getting stained.


"So it works," Kiorin said
excitedly.  "Right?"


"Yes, it works.  Kielin said that
she stopped biting me because she just didn't feel like drinking any more
blood.  That means that killing the man is not required.  You just need a lot
of blood for your pregnancy."


"This... This could be
life-changing," Larentis said, sinking down onto a nearby log-bench. 
"Without the need for death... perhaps the king would lift the
kill-on-sight directive."


Another lamia said, "We might even
be able to stop hiding in forests."


"Can I ask a question?" David
inquired.


"Go ahead," Larentis replied.


"Do lamias have any natural
predators?"


"The same as a human, really.  Wyverns,
other dragons, forest cats, dire wolves, some others."


"Do they kill a lot of you?"


"They kill enough.  Why?"


"Well, I'm concerned about
over-population."


"What do you mean?" Kiorin
asked.


"Well, each of you has a child every
six years from the age of eighteen onward, right?  For how long?"


"We stop having the lust after the
age of forty-eight, if we live that long."


"So... you can each have six
children?"


"Yes."


"Do you see the problem?  If you're
not being killed off by humans, your population will grow pretty rapidly.  The
king might have a problem with that."


"You're right," Larentis said,
frowning.  "We've solved one problem, only to face another.  We lost how
many of us to dangers last year?" she asked a nearby lamia.


Another lamia said, "Sixteen. 
That's about one of every twenty of us.  We lost more than that to
humans."


"Wow, that's high," David said,
shocked.


Larentis nodded.  "And many of those
were the younger lamias, who haven't learned to watch the forest more
carefully."


"So..." David said, "You
lost even more than that to humans?"


"About thirty," the other lamia
said.


"And how many children were born
last year?"


"Fifty-four."


"So, you had fifty-four additions,
and forty-six subtractions?"


"Forty-five, actually,"
Larentis corrected.


"So your population grew by
nine."


"Correct."


"So, from... let's just say ten per
year, to forty per year.  Your population would increase four times as fast as
now."


"There aren't very many lamias in
the world.  In fact, we are the only den of them that we know about."


David nodded.  "Still, without
something to keep your population under control...  Is there anything that prevents
the lust from happening?  Natural disaster, illness... anything other than
age?"


"There are stories that one year,
there was a great drought.  During that time, supposedly no one lusted.  But
none of us was alive when that happened."


David frowned, but said, "If that
story is true, then your species might be self-limiting."


"What do you mean?"


"Perhaps you will only reproduce to
fill your environment.  In other words, you are biologically prevented from
overpopulating."


"Maybe," Larentis allowed. 
"But there is no way to know that."


David nodded.  "There is another
option, though I don't know how uncomfortable it would be for you."


"What is that?" Larentis asked.


"Mate exclusively with infertile
males."


"We'd have to do so every
month," Larentis objected.


"Is that really objectionable?"


Larentis paused.  "Perhaps not.  But
it would require many infertile males.  There are over three hundred of
us..."


"Well... as you feel no attachment
to your males, I can offer this as a suggestion.  One male can mate with
several females."


Larentis' eyes opened wide.  "That
thought had never occurred to me!"


"Well, you're used to your partners
dying after sex.  There's no reason it would.  Anyway, one problem at a time. 
The issue of population is perhaps one you could discuss with the king."


"Yes.  Can you make a large batch of
this potion for us?"


David grimaced.  "Unfortunately,
that's the one sticking issue.  Right now, I can't give you this potion
at all."


"Why not?" Kiorin asked,
distressed.


"I'm not yet a Potions Master.  I'm
only a probationary member of my guild.  I'm not allowed to distribute my own
potions.  As soon as I become a full member, I can provide it to you, but not
until then."


"How soon will you become a
master?" Larentis asked.


"Well, I don't know for sure, but
I'm hoping only a few months.  Can you tell if anyone will be lusting between
now and then?"


"In a matter of months?  Yes,
several."


David frowned.  "Give me a second,
would you please?" he asked Larentis.  She nodded.


David concentrated, and waved his hands. 
Suddenly, his backpack appeared on the ground in front of him, shocking several
of the lamias nearby.  He knelt and opened the pack, withdrawing the small
booklet of his guild rules.  He leafed through it to the spot where it talked
about him distributing potions.  He read through the section very carefully.


Closing the book and returning it to his
pack, David then whisked his pack away into his Conjuring Room.  He turned back
to Larentis.


"Can you figure out how many, exactly,
will need this potion in the next... um... four months?"


"I can get that information fairly
quickly, but I don't know off-hand, why?"


"Well, I think this falls under the
definition of 'emergency action' under the guild rules.  If I give you the
potion, it will save someone's life.  Anyway, I'm willing to take the risk. 
Just remember, you have to make them drink the potion before they get
bitten."


Larentis nodded.  "We may have to
alter our mating habits.  I'm not sure a lusting lamia would have the mind to
give a potion to their partner.  We may have to hunt a partner for them, so
that we can give him the potion, and then bring him to the lamia."


"Much like we did with me.  That
would work.  Just so he gets the potion.  Is there someplace I can work?"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"This is enough for nine people. 
You said that's how many would be going into lust before the end of October,
correct?"


"Yes."


"Okay.  I've put them in separate
vials.  Give one vial to each man.  If there are any problems with it, please
contact me as quick as you can.  I don't know what could go wrong, but if
something does, I need to know, okay?"


"Of course," Larentis agreed.


"Will you be leaving us now?"
Kiorin asked.


"Yes.  I need to get back to
school.  I have some additional training I have to do."


Kielin came up to him then.  She wrapped
her arms around him, pulling him tightly to her.  "Thank you," she
told him, and gave him a heart-warming kiss.  David kissed back for a long
moment, and then they pulled apart.  Kielin moved back over with her mother.


"Will we see you again?"
Larentis asked.


"At some point, I'm sure.  I'm going
to live a very long time," he said with a grin.  He climbed up on Cupcake
and settled himself.


"In that case, until we meet again. 
Stay safe, David Stroud."


"You, too."


David patted Cupcake on the neck, and
with a strong leap and some flaps of the wings, they were heading upward, out
of the lamias' den.


"Let's head home, Cupcake,"
David told her.


Cupcake whinnied, and turned northeast
for home.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David circled the school before bringing
Cupcake in for a soft landing, right in the pegasus corral.  The other pegs
whinnied and nickered in greeting.


The noise brought Madame Abernathy out of
her office, to see what was happening.  She smiled to see David, dismounting
Cupcake.


"My, I haven't seen Cupcake look
this toned... or this happy... in a very long time!  What did you do to
her?"


"I let her run," David said. 
"I gave her lots of time to fly, and run.  She loves being up there.  Do
you exercise them much?"


"Apparently not as much as we need
to," Madame Abernathy replied.


"Maybe you should start a peg-riding
class, or club, or something.  Teach people to care for them, and ride them...
it would keep them active, and they apparently like being active."


She nodded with a grin.  "I'll talk
with the dean about it.  How was your trip?"


"Productive," he replied.


"That's good," she said.


"Yeah.  Thank you for letting me
borrow Cupcake.  I hope it wasn't an inconvenience."


"Not at all."


"Let me know if there's anything I
can do to repay you."


"Certainly.  What will you do now? 
You can't stay on campus..."


"I'm staying with Prof. Stott,
actually."


"Oh, right.  I forgot.  Still
working on your apprenticeship?"


"Not while I'm here... I have to do
some training with Lord Woodward, up at the castle."


"Ooh, secret ghost-stuff, huh?"


David chuckled.  "Something like
that."


"Well, I'll let you get to it. 
Welcome back."


"Thanks."  David patted Cupcake
on the neck.  "And thank you, girl, for all your help.  I'll make sure to
come by and say hi now and then."


"And maybe take her for a fly?"
Madame Abernathy suggested.


"Count on that!"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~






















	
	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 4


Chapter 2: July


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David was sitting under a tree,
relaxing.  He was sucking on a lime-flavored pixie stick, and watching Jailla
play a game of chase with another bird.  It was a very warm day, and he was
simply relaxing, enjoying the sun.  He would have another lesson with Lord
Woodward in the evening, but his daytimes were his own.  After the stress of
his trip south, he was enjoying being able to take a couple weeks to just rest.


Suddenly, he felt a buzzing in his coat
pocket.  He reached in and withdrew his mirror.


"Hello?" he answered.  Madame
Abernathy's face appeared.


"David, it's Madame Abernathy.  Are
you on campus?"


"Yes, ma'am.  I'm near Byron
Hall."


"Good.  I need your help."


David sat up straight.  "What's
wrong?"


"I have another sick pegasus on my
hands.  It's wing rot again.  Do you think you can make up a poultice for
him?"


David considered for a moment. 
"I'll have to go get my potions book.  It's in safe-keeping at the bank. 
I'll do that now.  I also might have something else that would help, but I'm not
sure.  I'll tell you about that later."


"Okay.  Thank you.  I'll be in my
office all day, so..."


David nodded.  "I'll be down as soon
as I get my book, and the ingredients."


"Okay, that will be good.  See you
shortly."


David agreed, and fogged off.  He called
to Jailla as he stood up.  Jailla chirped a good-bye to the other bird, and
winged down to join David.


"What's the matter?" Jailla
asked.


David explained as he walked over toward
the rock-lift.


-----


It didn't take David long to retrieve his
potions book, and Prof. Qwellyn was more than willing to provide the necessary
herbs for the poultice.  Once he had all that, he headed over to Savage Hall,
to apply the poultice to the pegasus.  He spent a few minutes with Madame
Abernathy, said hello to Cupcake (he'd brought her a callum apple as a treat),
and then he went to find Sam.


After looking in her office and in the
lunch room, David headed back into faculty housing.  He no longer bothered with
the hidden entrance in the rock lift, but merely turned invisible and walked
through one of the primary entrances.  He checked Sam's apartment with no
luck.  He considered just calling her, but he wasn't in that big of a hurry.


Finally, he found her in a lounge area in
faculty housing.  She was talking with Dean Lengel.  They both looked up as he
entered the room.


"Hi, Emile," he said to the
dean, who smiled at him.  "Sam, I need to get into your workroom, if you
don't mind."


"You know I don't mind.  Why didn't
you just go in?"


"The door's locked."


"And you're a demighost," Sam
replied.


"I assumed there was a reason
it was locked," David replied.


Sam rolled her eyes.  She said to Emile,
"I'll talk to you later."  She got up and led David out of the room. 
As they walked down the hallway, she asked, "When are you going to realize
that there is nothing I don't share with you?"


"Eh... probably never," he said
with a grin.  "I'm just used to asking first."


She shook her head ruefully at him, and
then watched as he disappeared from view.  She knew he was still there, but
they were about to walk outside.


Once he'd returned to visibility, she
asked, "So, what is it you need to work on?"


"Madame Abernathy has another peg
with wing rot."


"I didn't think you needed my
workroom to make up that poultice."


"I don't.  I already applied that. 
But a few months back, I worked out a possible cure for wing rot.  Since I
didn't have anyone to try it on, I don't know if it works yet."


"David, how many of your potions are
cures for things?" she asked seriously.


"I guess that depends on what you
mean by cure," he replied.  "This is the only one so far that's
actually intended to cure an illness, as such..."


"But your blood-lust potion for the
vampires..."


"Isn't really a cure.  I mean, it
doesn't take away their lust, it just subdues it for a while."


"And the blood-expander... that's
kind of a cure for death," Sam said with a grin.


David chuckled.  "Are you sure the
guild won't have a problem with me having left some of that?"


"Absolutely sure?  No.  They can sometimes
get very picky.  But I agree with your interpretation of the rules.  By leaving
it there, you will save several lives.  Not leaving it there would have
resulted in deaths.  I can't see any other way to interpret it."


"Who will make that decision?"


"The Council.  And they'll make it
when it comes time to decide about your membership."


"Which will be..."


"When you've created all ten
potions."


"Oh.  So it's not a timed
thing."


"No."


Sam unlocked her workroom for him, and
led him inside.


"Anything else you need?" she
asked.


"A little luck," he replied
with a grin.  "Only one of my potions has worked on the first try so
far."


Sam came over to him and slipped her arms
around his neck.  She slowly pressed her lips to his, and she kissed him, hard,
for a solid minute.


When she broke away from him, she smiled
and said, "For luck."


"Hmmm," he said with a smile.


"And if you get the potion right,
there's more where that came from."


David chuckled.  "Thanks, Sam."


She smiled at him, and left him to his
work.


-----


"So, what is this?" Madame
Abernathy asked.


"Well, if we're lucky, it's a cure
for wing rot."


"And if we're unlucky?" she
inquired.


"Then it's just foul-smelling soup."


David approached the male pegasus, called
a winnie, carefully, and he watched David closely.  Unlike Cupcake, this
pegasus wasn't comfortable with most people.  David stopped about five feet
away.


"Hello.  You know who I am?" he
asked.  He knew the winnie could easily understand him.  It nodded its head once
in reply.  "Good.  Then you know I'm here to try to help."  Again,
the winnie nodded.  "In this bowl is something I need you to drink.  You
need to drink as much of it as you can.  It is going to taste pretty nasty, but
it will hopefully help you feel better.  Do you understand?"


One last time, the winnie nodded.  David
approached and set the bowl in front of the pegasus, which was resting on the
grass.  It bent its head down and breathed in, smelling the odor of the
potion.  It snorted, but didn't shy away.  Slowly, tentatively, it licked up
the concoction, spilling only a little of it.  Once it was done, David took the
bowl away, and headed back to Madame Abernathy.


"Now what?  Is it
instantaneous?"


"No.  But we should know by morning
if it worked or not."


"Okay.  Thank you for trying, even
if it doesn't work."


David nodded.  "I need to go up to
the castle now.  I think I'm already late for my lesson with Lord
Woodward."


"Good luck," Madame Abernathy
told him.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Good morning, David."


"Good morning.  So, how is our
friend?"


"The same, I'm afraid.  It would
appear that the potion didn't work."


"Damn," David said.


"I'm sorry," she told him.


"Not your fault," he said with
a smirk.  "I shouldn't have expected it to work on the first try."


"Can you... fix it?  Try
again?"


"Yes.  I had three or four ideas on
alternative ingredients to try.  This is the first chance I've had to try this
potion out, but I did give some thought to what to do if it didn't work.  I
didn't want Cupcake to get sick again," he admitted.


Madame Abernathy nodded.  "How long
will it take before you have another potion to try?"


"Four or five hours.  I'll be back
after lunch."


"Okay, good."


-----


David set the bowl down in front of the winnie. 
He took one sniff of it and shook his head negatively, snorting in disgust.


"Come on.  You need to take it to
get better."


The winnie just stared at him, and shook
his head, his mane flopping from side to side.


"Look, I know it smells foul.  But
it's only a small bowl."


The winnie snorted again.


David stared at him, and then he said,
"Don't make me get Cupcake..."


The pegasus shifted uncomfortably at
that.  Cupcake wasn't the leader of the herd, but ever since she'd gotten back
from her trip with David, she'd been more assertive than the other pegs.


Slowly, the winnie lowered his head, and
licked up the noxious liquid.  He snorted when he was finished, overturning the
bowl with his nose.


David retrieved the bowl, and walked back
to Madame Abernathy.


"Now, again, we wait and see."


"See you in the morning?" she
asked.  David nodded, and then he headed off.  He was taking Sam to dinner
before his lesson with Lord Woodward.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"So, how is that pegasus you were
treating?" Lord Woodward asked.


"Finally getting better," David
said.  "It took me four tries, though."


"Potion making.  It's such a touchy
art.  You seem to truly excel at it, however.  I've never known a potion maker
to come up with solutions as quickly as you do."


David nodded to accept the compliment.


"So.  How much more time do we have
together this summer?" Lord Woodward asked.


"Well, unless you have an objection,
I'd like to go visit Jacob on Saturday, which will take me out of town.  Then I
wanted to go visit the Garibaldis for a while..."


Lord Woodward nodded.  "I see.  So,
until Friday evening.  Perhaps it would be more useful, or at least more
practical, if we were to schedule something during the school year?  Say, a
single night every week?  Your summers seem to be rather active."


David grinned.  "I'd be okay with a
night a week during school," David replied.  "That way I wouldn't
forget what we were working on, either."


"Yes.  It did seem that you needed a
couple days of refresher training when you got back this year.  Very well. 
There are some things we can cover for this week.  Is there anything you have a
desire to know about?"


David thought for a second, then said,
"Not that deals with specific ghost magic, but I did have a question.  You
probably won't want to answer it, however."


"No way to know that until the
question is asked," Lord Woodward pointed out.


"Yes, sir.  Well, you see, a friend
and I discovered a secret passageway, that led from behind one of the
waterfalls, out to the cliff face below the mountain.  I was wondering what it
was for."


"Well, I would have thought that
would be obvious, David.  It's a secret entrance."


David shook his head in confusion. 
"That doesn't make much sense, though, My Lord.  It only gets you above
one level of the mountain.  You've still got the terrace and the Academy Moat -
what did you call that level, anyway?"


"We never named them as such.  It
was the castle moat, the inner moat, and the outer moat.  The level you call
the terrace, we referred to as the grasslands.  We raised herd animals there,
for food."


"Okay, I see.  Anyway, my point is
that the passageway gets you nowhere near the castle."


"That's because you've discovered
only half of the passage.  It was divided, for security reasons."


"Oh.  Well, that makes sense.  So,
you go in through the cliff, and up to the waterfall, then you have to find the
entrance to the second half?"


"Yes.  Would you like to see
it?"


"Sure!  Are you sure it's a good
idea to show me?"


"Someone living should know about
it," Lord Woodward said seriously.  "And you would be the only one. 
No record of the entrance was ever made.  I'm surprised you stumbled upon it
accidentally."


"We were walking along the inner
side of the moat, and saw a darkness behind the waterfall," David explained.


Lord Woodward nodded.  "I gather not
many students go to the inner rim."


"Almost no one.  There's no easy way
to get there.  You basically have to swim or ride an awk."


Lord Woodward nodded, and then he led
David down the stairway, to the third floor.  They walked around to enter the
north wing of the castle, and immediately turned right into a room.


Lord Woodward stepped up to the wall.  He
told David, "I can no longer actually open the passage, because it is
solid magic, and I am a ghost.  The incantation is salayani tekonda."


David passed his hand over the spot, and
uttered the charm, and slowly the stones in the wall squeezed themselves
smaller and smaller, leaving a three-foot gap, which led to a very dark,
forbidding space.


Pulling out his wand, David said,
"Lux!"  The bright ball of light led the way as they entered what
turned out to be a stairway, leading downward.  They followed the stairs down.


"Where does this come out?"
David asked as they walked.


"The stairs end at the basement
level of the castle.  This is the... entrance, to the entrance."


David chuckled.  When they got to the
bottom of the stairs, there was a room to their right.  David entered it
automatically.  In the center of the room was another pit, with a rock floating
in it.


"Another rock lift?" David
asked.  Lord Woodward nodded.  They both stepped onto the rock, and in a few
seconds, it began to descend rapidly.


"How far down does this go?"


"To the outer moat level.  What got
called the Monster Moat."


"Was it ever necessary to actually
use this entrance?" David asked.


"Once.  The king needed to get a
messenger through to us, and we were under siege by the weres."


"Why didn't the king just mirror
you?"


"The weres had erected
anti-divination fields.  The mirrors are a form of divination."


"Ouch."


"Yes."


At the end of the rock-lift ride, they
were standing in another cavern.  It had only one exit, and so they walked down
it.  After a couple of turns, it seemed to dead-end.


"Now what?" David asked.


Lord Woodward just pointed to a tile in
the floor.


David used a spell to levitate the stone
tile up out of the floor, and slid it sideways.  Beneath it, he saw water.


"What's this?" David asked.


"It leads to the moat," Lord
Woodward explained.  "This hole is at the end of an underwater tunnel, a
hundred feet long, that leads to the bottom of the moat.  The opening is only
three feet across."


"So in order to find this, you have
to be able to swim underwater, find the opening, swim down a hundred foot
tunnel, and then lift off this heavy stone tile?" David asked.


"Yes.  And that stone weighs more
than any man could possibly lift, especially while floating in the water.  You
have to use a spell to do it.  Which means you have to be able to perform a
levitation spell silently."


"Wait, I thought silent spellcasting
wasn't taught until about thirty years ago," David objected.


"Taught officially, you are
correct.  But there were those of us who learned how to do a few useful spells
that way, from time to time."


"Oh."


"It was useful to us as an added
security measure, you see.  The only way to get in is to have that skill."


"Or use my merlung potion,"
David said.


"How would that help?"


"It allows you to talk underwater. 
You'd still have to know the levitation spell, though."


"Yes.  And the entrance is covered
by an illusion.  You have to know exactly where it is to find it."


"How do you find it?" David
asked.


"The easiest way for you to learn
that is to swim from this end outward.  I wouldn't recommend doing it now, however,
as it is too dark for you to truly see anything.  Do so during the
daylight."


"You don't mind me coming back down
here?" David asked, surprised.


"As I said, someone living should
know the secret.  Someone who can actually make use of it, even if, as in your
case, you don't actually need it.  You could always ghost your way past anyone
guarding the entrance."


"Not if they've erected ghost
barriers," David told him.  He and Dean Lengel had, in fact, checked after
their talk about Prof. Quayde, and David, too, was affected by ghost barriers,
even while in Dugerra.


"Yes, that is true.  So, it may, at
some point, have a use.  Someone else needed to know."


David nodded, and then they returned to
the castle proper, to begin their lessons for the night.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Hello, Jacob," David said.


"David!  Good to see you!  I see you
came the Haven route this time.  How did you like the trip?"


"Frankly, I didn't.  I don't really
like Haven very much.  It feels... cold.  And I don't just mean temperature-wise. 
I only did it for the speed of the trip."


Jacob nodded.  "You do get used to
it after a while, but not if you travel back and forth between worlds as you
do.  So, what's on your mind today?"


David just shook his head.  "Just
stopped in to say hi, see how you were doing.  I'm on summer break from school,
so..."


"Yes.  Congratulations on getting
your travel endorsement.  Madame Penelope told me."


"Why can't you call her Penny?"
David asked.


Jacob looked at him in surprise. 
"She has never asked me to."


David looked at Jacob in silence for a
long moment.  "Okay."


"So, how has your summer gone so
far?" Jacob asked.


For a long time, David sat and told Jacob
about all that had happened to him so far over the summer.  He worried, at
first, about boring Jacob with pointless details, but then realized that it
would be impossible for him to bore Jacob more than he normally was, so he made
sure to give detailed descriptions.


When he was finished, Jacob smiled. 
"Sounds like you're keeping busy.  That's good.  I'm glad you found time
to stop in and visit me, however.  I wanted to thank you for the books.  You
have no idea how immensely they have helped to pass the time.  For once during
my incarceration, I have always had something to do."


"How many of the stories have you
read already?" David asked knowingly.  He'd given Jacob the Eternal
Compendium the previous summer.  Penny had delivered it for him.


"Oh, at least a hundred.  Perhaps more. 
I read slowly.  There is little reason to hurry, after all."


David nodded in agreement.  "With
thousands of books per volume, you should have plenty to read for a
while."


Jacob smiled.  "Truthfully, you've
provided me with nearly eternal entertainment.  My memory is not so good that,
after ten thousand books, I'm going to remember what happened in the first ones
I read.  Thus, when I do finish the set, I can merely start over."


David grinned and nodded.


After talking for a while more about
various things, Jacob asked, "So, where are you going from here?"


"I thought I'd go check in on Mom
and Dad."


"Are you sure you wish to have that
confrontation again?"


"Oh, no, I'm not going to let them
see me.  I just want to make sure they're doing all right."


Jacob nodded in understanding. 
"Despite their reaction to your affliction, they are still your parents,
after all."


"Yeah.  If I thought that they'd
accept me, I'd show myself, but I don't think they will."


"Probably not, from what you've told
me."


"Anyway, I just wanted to stop in
and chat, see how you were holding up."


"Holding up... what?" Jacob
asked.


David chuckled.  "It means how well
you're doing.  Holding yourself up under the strain of being stuck here.  I
didn't like my own imprisonment much, and it was nothing compared to
yours."


"I am... 'holding up'... just fine,
thank you.  As I told you, friends come to visit every week or so... Though
there are fewer of them than there used to be."


David nodded.  "If there's anything
you need, just let me know, okay?"


"I will do that, David.  Thank
you."


David shook hands with Jacob, and then he
faded himself into Earth.  Since the barrier was thin enough, he could do this
here.


David walked out of the old house, and
down the street.  It was Saturday, so his parents would be off work.  He
wondered what they'd be doing, if they were even home.


When he arrived at his old house, David
pushed himself through the wall.  His parents were sitting in the living room,
watching an old movie on TV.  His mother was knitting.


When did she take that up? he
wondered.


Staring at them was not terribly
exciting, as they weren't even having a conversation, but merely doing their
activities silently.  He wandered back to his old bedroom.  The door was shut
and locked, but that didn't stop him, of course.  Pushing through the door, he
saw his old room.  It was dusty, as if they had not been inside since he had
left.  There were, however, signs of some kind of ceremony.  A candle sat on
the night stand, and a crucifix lay on the bed.  He had also noted one on the
door before he'd entered.


They tried to cleanse my room of evil,
David thought in bemusement.  He shook his head sadly.  He knew from this that
there was no point in trying to contact his parents.  They clearly still had no
comprehension of what had gone on, and they just as clearly weren't willing to
be educated.


Feeling a bit dejected, David left his
old home.  He determined that he would never come back here.  There just wasn't
any point.


Being this close to Bellamy, David had
known that he would have to stop in and see Denise, or she would be very mad at
him.  He walked out of town to the travel gate, spending some time playing with
the one hellhound, and then he passed through, back into Dugerra.  A peg-driven
carriage ride later, and he was standing outside the Hasterscant residence.


David knocked on the door, and waited. 
He was arriving unannounced, so he hoped he wasn't interrupting something.


Denise opened the door, and her eyes
immediately brightened.


"David!  Hey!  Come on in!" she
said.  "You could have warned me, you know.  You... are staying for
a few days, right?"


"Yes, ma'am," he said, enjoying
the mock glare she gave him.


"Good."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"So, where did you guys go for your
vacation?" David asked.


"We went to Gtharsis," Mr.
Hasterscant told him.  "We'd never been before, so it seemed like a good
time to go."


David nodded.  "Who all got to join
you?"


"Nick came, but John wasn't able to
get away," Denise told him.  "All the rest of us, of course,
went."


"What's Nick doing these days?  I
didn't see him at school this last year... or the year before, come to think of
it."


"Nick's running a magical items shop
in Erle," Denise told him.  "He'd had enough of school, and he wanted
to get married, so..."


David chuckled.  They were having dinner,
and it was about time for David to spring his surprise.  He turned to Gwen.


"So, what're you doing this
week?"


Gwen shrugged.  "Nothing special. 
Why?"


"Well, as you're so interested in
techno-gadgets, I thought I'd take you... and whoever else wanted to come... on
a little trip to Earth.  I thought I'd show you some science-y stuff that maybe
you guys haven't looked at in other trips."


"Science-y stuff?" Denise
asked.


"Museums, the aquarium, a
planetarium... things that show how Earth works."


"You're right, we never go to that
kind of thing," Gwen told him, excited.  "I didn't even know there
were such things."


"I didn't, either," Denise
said.  "That sounds very interesting."


"Can I go?" Ellie asked
hopefully.


"I'll take whoever wants to go with
us," David said.


Mr. Hasterscant said, "I,
unfortunately, can't take the time off work.  It does sound interesting. 
Honey, why don't you go with them?"


"You think we need a
chaperone?" Gwen said with a grin.  "He's not my type."


"You mean I'm not your gender,"
David quipped.  The family laughed at that.


"I just think your mother deserves
to have some fun, too."


"You mind?" Denise asked David.


"Nope.  What about you, Anne?"


"You know how I feel about
Earth," she said.  Her tone wasn't unfriendly, but showed a clear
disinterest.  "I'll stay here with Dad."


"Your loss," David said
agreeably.


"How long will you be gone?"
Mr. Hasterscant asked.


"I figured three days, total.  Two
days actually there, and a day for traveling and such."


"Where in Earth are we going?"
Gwen asked.


"Chicago.  I should warn you...
Chicago has a lot of people..."


"So did London," she said.


"Just letting you know," he
replied.


"When will you leave?"


"Tomorrow.  Early afternoon, so we
make sure to get there with enough time."


"Sounds like a plan," Mr.
Hasterscant agreed.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David, Denise, Gwen and Ellie all packed
up and headed out the following afternoon, right after lunch.  They went
through the nearest travel gate, which led them to St. Louis, and then took a
taxi to the bus station.


"It would be really good if one of
us had a driver's license," David said.


"For what?" Denise asked.


"We could rent a car and drive to
Chicago.  It would be more convenient."


"Oh, well.  We'll manage."


As they were waiting around for the bus
to start loading, Ellie asked, "Hey, I just thought of something.  Where's
your familiar?"


"Good question!  What did you do
with Jailla?" Gwen asked.


"Well, in order to get here, I
traveled through Haven.  Jailla can't go there.  Plus, I knew we'd be going to
Earth, and so I left him at the animal annex."


"He's going to be rather
unhappy," Denise said.


"Not as unhappy as he'd have been
making the trip.  I mean, he'd have had to remain a statue for most of the
time, even after I figured a way to get him to your house."


"You couldn't have carried him with
you, even as a statue?" Ellie asked.


"No.  Nothing material can enter
Haven.  When I go into Haven, my 'solid' self goes... somewhere else."


"What about your clothes?  They're
just normal clothes, aren't they?"


David grinned.  "I've never figured
that one out."


-----


As they were riding on the bus, David
realized he should cover his tracks a little bit.  "I guess I need to let
you know, I only reserved two rooms.  I, uh... didn't expect quite so much
interest.  I'll try to get a third room when we get there, but it might not be
possible.  I'm not sure how we'll work that situation," David said,
looking at Denise.


"Gwen and Ellie can take one room. 
We'll take the other," Denise said.  "Does it have two beds?"


"Yes."


"Then there's not really a problem. 
We're both adults, and I trust you to behave appropriately."


David nodded, then turned his head, lest
his smirk betray the ruse.


-----


When they stepped off the bus in Chicago,
even David was a bit uncomfortable.  The city was immense, and people were
everywhere.  His time in Dugerra had actually instilled in him a desire for open
space, and he felt somewhat claustrophobic.


"So, now what?" Denise asked,
being jostled by people on the sidewalk.


David stepped to the curb and held up his
hand.  A cab soon pulled to a stop in front of him.  David held open the door
for the girls to get in the back, then he climbed in the front.


"The Fairmont, please," he
said, after the driver had put their bags in the trunk.


"You got it," the driver said,
then pulled off.


It didn't take them long to arrive at
their hotel.  The cabbie put their luggage on the cart, which was then handled
by a bellhop, who whisked them off to the receiving lobby.  Several minutes
later, they were on the fifteenth floor, being led to their rooms, which were
not all that close to each other, but in the same hallway, at least.


"You guys get settled in, and when
you're ready, come on down to our room," Denise told her daughters.  She
and David walked back to their room.  David swiped the keycard in the door, and
let her in.


"This is a very nice place,"
Denise said, taking in the accommodations.  "We don't usually stay in
places this plush."


"I know," David said, hanging
up his coat.  "I wanted to treat you guys to a nice experience."


"What would you have done if Roy had
wanted to come along?" she asked with a smile.


David grinned.  "This hotel's not
full, even on this floor.  I can get you your own room, if you like..."


Denise put her arms around David's neck. 
"Why the hell would I want that?" she asked quietly.  "I don't
even want my own bed."  She kissed him passionately for some time, but
they had to stop when there was a knock at the door.  Denise blushed as David
went to answer it.  The girls came in at that point.


"These are some damn nice
rooms!" Gwen enthused.


"So, what do we do now?" Ellie
asked, plopping down on one of the beds.


David shrugged.  "I figured tonight
we'd just settle in.  Swim in the pool downstairs, eat at the restaurant, just
generally relax.  I didn't plan for anything until tomorrow."


"Sounds good to me."


"I didn't bring a bathing
suit," Gwen objected.


"I'm sure we can get you one,"
David told her.  "This is Chicago."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"This is a funny looking taxi,"
Ellie said when they emerged from the hotel the following morning.  They'd
already eaten breakfast in the hotel's restaurant, and were now ready to begin their
day.


"It's not a taxi.  It's a
limousine," David told her.  "I thought you guys might be more
comfortable with this.  Besides, I'm splurging."  The chauffeur opened the
door, and the ladies got in.


Before David slid in next to Denise, he
told the driver, "The Field Museum, please."


"Yes, sir," the driver
acknowledged pleasantly.


"Where are we going?" Ellie
asked, unsure she'd heard correctly.


"It's called the Chicago Field
Museum.  It's a natural history museum."


"Which means what, exactly?" Denise
asked.


"It shows the scientific history of
the planet, its animals, the history of the climate, that kind of thing."


Gwen said, "Could be
interesting."


"I think you'll like it," David
told her.  He glanced at Ellie, and, after making sure Denise wasn't watching,
he gave her a meaningful look.  She caught it and nodded.  David then looked
away quickly, so Gwen wouldn't see them.


David turned to look at the buildings
going by.


"Have you ever been to Chicago
before?" Denise asked him.


"Once, about five years ago.  I was
here for a debate competition.  We lost."


"Sorry about that," Denise
said.


David shrugged.


-----


The group lunched at a nice restaurant
near the Art Institute, which they had just finished touring.  The girls were
talking avidly about all the artwork.  David kept quiet; he'd planned this part
of the trip specifically because he knew they would like it.  He had been bored
to tears.


"So," Ellie said, getting his
attention, "what are we doing next?"


"We're going to the
planetarium," he told her.  Seeing the question forming on Denise's lips,
he continued, "It's a place where you learn about space.  The planets, the
stars, and all that other stuff up in the sky.  In a somewhat more...
clinical... fashion than we do in Astrology."


"This is definitely a
'science-y' trip," Denise said with a chuckle.  


"I warned you," David said.


"Yes, you did.  The Field Museum was
fascinating, though, and the Art Institute was wonderful.  I've got no regrets
so far."


"That's good.  We should probably
get going.  The planetarium could take a few hours, and it closes at
four."


-----


"Geez, I'm about worn out.  I've not
been on the move this much in a long time," Denise said.


"Try three classes and a study group
every day," Gwen said, teasing her mother.


Denise chuckled.  After they'd spent a
few hours at the planetarium, they had visited the nearby aquarium.  This had
been especially interesting for Ellie, who loved watching the sea otters play. 
Now, they were dining again, back at their hotel.  They'd dismissed their limo
for the day.


"I've only planned one more activity
for today, and you can do it sitting down," David said.


"Oh?  What is it?"


"A movie at the IMAX theater."


"What's an IMAX theater?  Is it
related to my iPad?"


David nearly snorted up his soda.  After
a few coughs, he said, "Uh, no.  You'll just have to experience IMAX to
understand it."


"Shouldn't we have kept the
limousine, then?" Ellie asked.


"No, it's close.  We can walk.  We
should probably leave soon, though."


"Might as well go now, then,"
Denise said.


They all got up and left the restaurant,
heading outside, toward Lake Michigan.  The walk didn't take them very long,
and soon they were entering the IMAX theater.


"Where's the screen?" Denise
asked.  "All I see is a wall."


"That wall is the
screen," David told her with a chuckle.  The screen was some sixty feet
tall, and forty feet wide.


"Oh, my," Denise said.


They all took their seats and waited.  It
didn't take long before the movie started.  This was a feature film, rather
than a documentary, and so they all settled in to simply enjoy the story.


-----


After the movie, they all headed back to
the hotel, talking animatedly about what they had seen.


"You're sure, everything we saw was
fake?" Denise asked.


David nodded.  "It's all fiction. 
Just a story.  An illusion, if you like."


"That would be one elaborate
illusion," Gwen said.


"But possible, I think," David
told her.  "It would take some work, but I think it could be done."


"A new career for you?" Denise
asked with a grin.


David would have blushed if he could. 
"Nah.  I'm not into storytelling, really.  I'm not sure what I'm going to
do, exactly."


"Plenty of time to figure it
out," Denise told him.


Once they reached the fifteenth floor,
they separated, saying good night to each other.  David and Denise went into
their room, and Denise immediately flopped down on the bed.


David took off his coat, and then kicked
off his shoes.  He went over and gently removed Denise's shoes, and then
massaged her feet.


"Oh, god that feels good," she
told him, her eyes closed.


"I'm sorry if this isn't your kind
of trip.  Tomorrow may be better," he told her.


She shook her head, but didn't open her
eyes.  "You didn't plan this trip for me.  And besides, I have
enjoyed it.  It's all very interesting.  I took Earth Studies, but they don't
really show you the... real 'meat' of Earth culture, you know?"


"Yeah.  I remember helping Olissa
study for her Earth Studies exams.  It seemed very... I don't know, clinical to
me.  It didn't seem like it'd help that much with living here."  As he
continued to massage her feet, and then moved up to her calves, he asked,
"Did you ever consider living in Earth?"


"Who, me?  No.  The vacations we
take are enough exposure to this.  There's just so much chaos here.  So many
people, so much rushing around.  I couldn't take it."


"Any of your kids consider it?  John
or Nick?"


"Not that I know of.  They never
mentioned it to me, if they did."


"Probably afraid you'd excommunicate
them," David said with a chuckle.


Denise giggled.  "I'm not that bad,
am I?"


"No, you're not," he said
seriously.  After a pause, he asked, "Would you have a problem with
it?"


"Only because I wouldn't get to see
them very often," Denise replied.  "As long as my children are happy,
I don't give a damn what they do.  Well..." she said, obviously wanting to
qualify that.


"Right," David said, letting
her know he knew what she meant.  His hands slipped up under her skirt, to
massage her thighs.


"How are you feeling now?" David
asked.


"Mmm," she replied. 
"Horny."


"Oh, good," David replied with
a grin, as his hands slid further up her thighs.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Good morning, David," Ellie
said quietly.  He was sitting down in the lobby, but it was still fairly early,
so she felt the need to be hushed.


"Hey, Ellie.  Up already?"


"Yeah.  Hard to sleep.  All of this
is so interesting and exciting."


"I'm glad you're enjoying it,"
he told her.


Looking around to make sure none of her
family had followed her down, she asked, "This trip wasn't really
for Gwen, was it?"


David smiled.  "No, not really.  I
was hoping you'd want to come.  I wanted you to see what you're getting
yourself into, if you decide to move to Earth."


Ellie nodded.  "Like Mom said, Earth
Studies doesn't cover everything."


"No.  It can't.  And it'll never
give you the... feel of living here."


"Does everyone in Earth live in a
big city like this?"


"No.  But most people live in a city
of some kind.  Most aren't as big as Chicago.  Some are even bigger than Chicago. 
But the close-in buildings, the heavy traffic... the crowding, as you'd see it,
are all typical of an Earth city."


"Aren't there smaller places?"


"Oh, sure.  There are small cities,
and towns, and even people who live out in the country.  But the smaller the
place you live in, the harder it can be to find a job.  Don't forget, too, that
if you move here, you'll probably need to go to college, so you can have a good
job.  That means four more years of school, even after you finish
Woodward."


Ellie nodded.  "Trying to talk me
out of it?"


"No.  You'll make up your own mind. 
I just want you to understand the choice you're trying to make."


"Well, I can always come back to
Dugerra..."


"True, so long as you can pass your
exams for citizenship, you'll always have that option.  I still think you need
to tell your parents you're thinking about it, though.  They might be able to
help you make the choice."


"Are you nuts?  They'd kill
me!"


"No they wouldn't.  Come on, your
parents aren't that bad."


"Uh-huh.  What's the deal with you
and Mom, anyway?"


"Huh?"


"David, I'm not blind.  Maybe Gwen
can ignore it, or doesn't want to see it, or whatever, but you and Mom are really
close."


For once, David was glad he couldn't
blush.


"That is a question better asked of
your mother," David said.  "Where women are concerned, I mostly
follow their lead."


"And where has she led you?"
Ellie asked.


"Again, ask her."


"You realize you're answering me by
not answering me, don't you?" Ellie asked.


David bit his lip.  "I refuse to lie
to you, Ellie, and that's all I can or will say about it."


Ellie nodded, and let the matter drop,
much to David's relief.


-----


When Denise and Gwen got up, the family
ate their breakfast.  Once that was completed, they headed outside, where their
limo was once again waiting for them.  They climbed in, and the driver moved
off.


"What is Willis Tower?" Gwen
asked.


"It used to be the tallest building
in the world," David explained.  "Now, it's not even the tallest one
in America."


"And what are we going to do in this
building?" Denise asked.


"Go up to the observation deck.  The
building itself is just an office building."


When they reached the building and got
out of the limo, Denise stared up at the imposing edifice.  "Just, uh... how
high up is the observation deck?" she asked.


"1,353 feet," David said
nonchalantly.  "Come on."


"One thousand... wait a
minute!" Denise cried.  "That's higher than pegs fly!"


"Most of the time, yeah.  Cupcake
went higher than that a few times.  Come on, I've always wanted to see The
Ledge."


"What's that?" Ellie asked.


"You'll see," David said with a
mischievous grin.


The elevator ride was swift, and the
crowd today wasn't too horrible.  As they got off the elevator, they could see
through the windows, the skyline of the city, all of which was now below
them.


They stepped over to one of the
observation windows, and marveled at the city.


"Are we really over a thousand feet
up?" Denise asked.


"Yep.  Impressive, ain't it?"


"Very."


"So, what's The Ledge?" Ellie
asked again.


"That is The Ledge,"
David said, pointing.  Several feet away, a clear glass box extended out from
the side of the building.  David walked over to it, with the others following
tentatively.  Unhesitatingly, David stepped out into the box, able now to look
straight down through the glass floor to the street, thirteen hundred feet
below.


"Are you nuts?" Denise asked
him.


"This is what it's here for!"
David said with a grin.  "Come on!"


"Not in this lifetime.  Not even in
the after-lifetime!" Denise insisted.


"I'll try," Ellie said. 
"If you'll hold my hand."


"Okay," David said, and took
her hand.  She stepped very gingerly out onto the glass.  One look downward,
however, and she was clutching at David, her eyes squeezed tightly shut.


"Okay, not doing that again.  Could
you escort me back to solid ground now?" Ellie asked, her eyes still
closed.


David chuckled, and then led her back
inside.  He, however, went back out onto The Ledge.  He looked around
carefully, and no one was really paying attention to him.  He pulled out his
wand, inscribed a vertical circle in the air, and quietly uttered a spell.  He
did this a few more times, and then, his pictures taken, he stepped back
inside.


"You're insane," Denise assured
him.


"Denise, what's it going to do, kill
me?  Besides, it's perfectly safe.  It was engineered to do just what I
did."


"You're still insane," she
insisted.


David grinned.  "Okay, come on. 
That's really all there is to do here.  I just wanted you guys to see the view."


"Okay, I've seen it.  I'm perfectly
happy to see the buildings from the ground floor, thanks," Denise told
him.


David chuckled as he led them back to the
elevator.


"Where are we going next?" Gwen
asked as they rode down to the ground floor.


"The Museum of Science and
Industry."


"Another museum?" Denise asked.


"This one's more like a science
playground.  All of the exhibits are hands-on.  You get to do things, and
fiddle with stuff."


"That sounds more interesting,"
Ellie said.


David smiled at her.


-----


"What's this?" Ellie asked. 
They were standing before a large blue sphere.


"It's Earth," David told her.


"What do you mean?" Denise
asked.  "I mean, I'm familiar with globes, but what's all this white
stuff?"


"Clouds."


They all looked at him.


"It's a real-time display.  Well, almost
real-time display.  It's showing you where there are clouds on the planet,
right now."


Keeping her voice low, Denise asked,
"And this isn't magic?"


David chuckled.  "No.  This is
technology.  Up there in space," he said, pointing upward to add effect,
"are a bunch of machines we call satellites.  They go around and around
the planet, and they send back pictures of what Earth looks like right now. 
It's primarily used for weather forecasting, but it has other uses, too. 
Lately, it gets used for things like this, which are educational, or
entertainment."


"So, where are we, exactly?"
Gwen asked.


"Chicago is very close to where Erle
is located in Dugerra," David said.  "So, there are the Great Lakes,
what you call the Five Lakes.  The one that sticks down is Lake Michigan, and
there at the southern tip of it is Chicago."


"How does this thing work?"
Ellie asked.


David smirked, and said,
"Techno-wizardry."


They all chuckled at that, and stared at
the spinning ball for a while.


Finally, Denise asked, "What in the
world is that popping noise?"


"I think that's probably one of the
other displays I wanted to see."  They walked around, and into a large
area.  The popping noise was much louder here.


"Have a seat," David told
them.  They sat down on benches that reclined, so they were looking upward at a
huge Tesla coil.  It was sparking, putting on a massive lightning display.


"My god, isn't it dangerous for them
to have that in here?" Denise asked.


"No.  It's perfectly safe.  Well,
unless it fell on us, it's safe.  They use it to demonstrate lightning, but it
doesn't carry nearly that kind of power.  There's less power there than in valk
vayti."


"Really?  I guess it just seems more
impressive somehow this way."


"Probably because you don't know
where it comes from," David told her.


"Could be."


"I hear a whooshing noise."


"Don't worry, that's just a
tornado," David said nonchalantly.


"What?" Gwen asked, a bit
stricken.


David chuckled as he got up.  He led them
up to the next floor, which was a balcony, and then around, so they could see
the spinning vortex.  Someone had set it to a nice, strong spin.


"Watch this," David said, and
activated a laser light, shining it through the vortex.  They could see the winds
within as the light penetrated.


"It's not a real tornado, of
course.  I don't think even a master wizard could control one of those.  This
is... a dust devil, at best."


"Pretty, though," Ellie said.


"Yeah."


For a while, none of them talked.  They
just played with the laser controls, and watched the show in front of them.


-----


After eating lunch at the museum, and
seeing more exhibits, they departed, and headed for Navy Pier.  Once they
arrived, they dismissed their limo driver for the day, and walked along the
pier.


"Weren't we here last night?"
Denise asked.


"Yeah, the IMAX theater's in
there," David said as they walked past the building.  "There's a lot
more to see here.  We'll start with the garden."


-----


While they were playing mini-golf, which
David had chosen to do while Denise got up the nerve to go on the Ferris wheel,
he noticed that Ellie had managed to maneuver her mother away from him and Gwen
by falling behind slightly.


"Should we wait for them?" Gwen
asked.


David frowned, then said, "At the
next hole."


"Okay."


David and Gwen completed that hole, and
then they waited, chatting with each other, until Ellie and Denise caught up.


"Sorry about that," Denise
said.  "Got caught up chatting and forgot what we were doing."


David smirked, and said, "No
problem, but it's your turn.  Just remember, if you lose, you have to go on the
Ferris wheel."


"I'm already five strokes
behind," Denise said, feigning irritation.


"Well, it's not my fault you suck at
golf," David told her with a grin.  "You shouldn't have made the
bet."


"Uh-huh."


-----


"We've reached the end of the pier. 
Now what?" Gwen asked.


David checked his watch - something he'd
had to buy specifically for the trip.


"It's five-thirty.  We should walk
down to the ship now."


"Ship?"


"We're taking a dinner cruise.  The
ship boards at six."


"David, just how much is this trip
costing you?" Denise asked, a little alarmed.


David shrugged and made a sound of
ignorance.  "Didn't stop to figure that out.  Besides, reservations're already
made.  Can't back out now."  He grinned at her.


"Uh-huh."


-----


Their meal on the Spirit of Chicago was
excellent.  Afterwards, they went out onto one of the observation decks, and
enjoyed the view of the water, and the city skyline.  They relaxed in chairs,
sipping their sodas and chatting.


Suddenly, a loud boom echoed across the
water, and they were bathed in a red glow.  They all jumped slightly, and
looked up.


"Ah, I see the fireworks display has
started," David said.


"It's beautiful.  It's almost better
than our magical ones," Denise said.


"And what you're seeing is
chemistry, not an enchantment."


They sat in rapt silence as the display
continued for many minutes.  Finally, however, the display ended, and darkness
once again descended.  With that, they could feel the ship turning back toward
the dock.


"So," David said quietly,
"How did you like the trip?"


"It was great," Gwen told him,
her voice a bit subdued from the fireworks display.  It had somehow been more
impressive to her, knowing there hadn't been any magic involved.


"I loved it!" Ellie enthused.


"Definitely worth the travel,"
Denise told him.  Something in her eyes told him something more.


-----


Denise called out David's name in
ecstasy, and she collapsed on top of him.  He wrapped his arms around her, and
then rolled to the side, still holding her tightly.  He stroked her back,
waiting for her to regain her senses, which took a while.


"I'm gonna hate it when you get a
long-term girlfriend," Denise said.


"Why's that?" David asked with
a grin.


"Because no one's been able to make
me feel this good in a very long time!" she gushed.  "You're
going to be a very good husband to someone, someday, David."


"Thanks.  I don't think that's gonna
happen for a while, though."


"Don't rush it," Denise said
seriously, now rubbing his chest with her hand.  "There's no need,
especially in your case."


David nodded, and kissed her.  They
remained that way for quite some time, but finally, they had to pull apart.


"So," Denise said after a
moment of silence, "I had a little chat with Ellie this afternoon."


"I thought you might have to,"
David said.


"What do you mean?"


"I talked to her this morning, and I
don't think my answer to her question was at all satisfying, so..."


Denise nodded in understanding. 
"She's apparently more perceptive than I thought.  She asked what was
going on between us."


"Which is what she asked me."


"What did you tell her?" Denise
asked.


"To ask you."


"Why didn't you just tell her
nothing was going on?"


"Because that's a lie, and I won't
lie to Ellie.  What did you tell her?"


"I told her that we had a close
relationship, but that nothing you and I were doing would be objectionable to
her father."


"And she accepted that?"


"Mostly.  I think.  Dating you makes
things a bit complicated, since you're such good friends with my
daughters."


David nodded.  "Perhaps if you just
told them what was going on."


"Are you crazy?" Denise asked. 
"They would never understand that."


David shook his head sadly.  "You
live in a house of secrets."


After a while, she asked, "You're
the one that told Gwen to tell us about being a lesbian, aren't you?"


"Yep."


"How long did you know?"


"I knew she liked girls a few months
after we met.  She thought, at that point, that she was bisexual.  It wasn't
until February of our second year that she realized she was completely
homosexual."


"How did that happen?" Denise
asked with interest.


"You remember I had said we tried
dating once?"


"Yeah..."


"Well, after that date, Gwen gave me
the highest compliment possible.  She said that if she couldn't enjoy sex with me,
then there was no chance she was ever going to enjoy sex with a man."


Denise grinned.  "I'll second
that!"


"I think what you mean is you want
seconds of that," David said with an evil grin.


"That, too!" she agreed, as
David's hard cock slid back inside of her.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"David!  Come on in!  It's nice to
see you again," Zyla said brightly.  She gave him a hug as she pulled him
inside, and then closed the door.  "And hello... um..."


"Jailla," David said.


"Jailla, sorry.  I couldn't
remember.  Well, come on into the kitchen.  Joe's at work, of course... did you
tell him you were coming?  He didn't say anything to me..."


"He knows," David said with a
grin.  Garibaldi had said he wouldn't warn Zyla.


"That sneak," Zyla said. 
"So, how are you?"


"Can't complain.  Where's
Grace?"


"Taking a nap.  She's not feeling
well."


"Oh?  What's the matter?"


"She has wilburwarts."


"What in the world is that?"


"Come on, I'll show you."


Zyla led David into the living room,
where Grace was sleeping in her playpen.  David could see on her face a
multitude of bumps that looked for all the world like tiny pig snouts.


"How dangerous is this?" David
asked.  "I don't remember talk of it in MagEc."


"It's one of those children's
diseases.  Adults usually can't catch it.  The only real danger is some
scarring... but there's also the risk of dehydration and malnutrition.  She
doesn't want to eat or drink anything, and it's hard to force her to do it when
she feels so ill."


David nodded.  "Is there a cure or a
treatment?"


"Not according to Healer
Cutner."


David frowned.  "Would you mind if I
called and talked to her?"


"No, go ahead.  I don't know what
good it'll do."


David nodded, and then pulled out his
mirror.


-----


When Garibaldi came home, he didn't see
David at first.  David had taken over Garibaldi's workshop, which Joe, being
about as unhandy as a guy could get, had never made much use of.  When
Garibaldi came in, David had already set up a fire pit and a cauldron, along
with several vials and flasks.


"What in the world are you doing,
trying to blow up my house?"


"Hush.  I'm working," David
said, concentrating very hard on getting exactly the right number of drops of
limberseed into his potion.


Garibaldi hadn't seen this side of David
before, the side that was completely serious and utterly focused.  He'd had a
hint of it the previous year, when David had taken Prof. Arpilla into
"custody", but this was the first time he'd gotten the full effect of
David's concentration.  Respecting the work of a master, Garibaldi went and sat
with Zyla in the kitchen.


"What's he doing in there?" he
asked her quietly.


"Trying to find a cure for Grace,
what else?" she said with a soft smile.


Garibaldi shook his head.  "You told
him it really wasn't that serious?"


"I told him.  He said he didn't like
his god-daughter being in discomfort."


"He's a good guy."


"Yes.  I really was kind of mad at
him in the beginning, with you having to take all those overnight trips, but I
am very glad we know him, now."


Garibaldi nodded.  "What's for
dinner?"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Hey, Nancy," Garibaldi said.


"Good morning, Officer Garibaldi. 
Who's your friend?"


"This is David Stroud.  He's going
to tag along with me today."


David said hello to the clerk, giving her
a friendly smile.  He'd not wanted to take himself away from his work on the
cure for Grace, but Zyla had insisted, saying she needed his help to keep
Garibaldi busy up to the time for the party.


He'd been working on the wilburwarts cure
for nearly a week now.  It was one of his longest stretches trying to come up
with a potion.  He'd come up with four failures so far, including one which had
turned Grace a strange shade of yellow for a few hours.  Nothing so far,
however, had worked.


David knew he had time, since the
disease, they said, usually lasted at least a month.  But he didn't like little
Grace suffering with it.  Still, he thought maybe the break would do him good.


"Where's Reed?" David asked
when they got to Garibaldi's desk.


"Transferred."


"Geez, you don't keep partners long,
do you?"


Garibaldi grinned.  "I'm hard to
work with, I guess."


"So, who's your new partner?"


"I am," a voice said from
behind him.  David turned, to see Viviana Columbo, the Rimohr he'd met before
starting at Woodward Academy.


"Hey, Officer Columbo," David
said warmly.


"Please, call me Vivian."


"Vivian?  Not Viviana?"


"I... Americanized it," she
said in explanation.


David nodded with a smile.  "So, at
least Joe has a partner who knows what's going on in Earth, in case he has to
go there again."


"That's a change that they're trying
to make throughout the department," Garibaldi told David.  "Vivian is
our local Earth expert.  They're going to try to have one experienced officer
in each station."


"I heard that your trip with
Giuseppe was quite entertaining for you," she said to David.


"Giu... oh, you mean Joe?  Yeah,
well, it had its moments.  None quite as funny as his GPS remark, though,"
David told her with a grin.  She giggled softly.


"So what's on our plate today?"
Garibaldi asked gruffly, trying to get out of uncomfortable territory.


"Nothing so far," Vivian told
him.  "Which means, I guess, that we do paperwork.""Joy. 
Paperwork, on my birthday."


"Is it your birthday?  How old are
you now?"


"He's ancient," David told
her.  "Almost a dinosaur."


Vivian giggled again, as Garibaldi glowered
at David.  "I'm not ancient!  I'm only 29!"


"29!  My god, have you started
turning into oil yet?" David asked theatrically.  Vivian burst out
laughing at that, and Garibaldi just looked at David confused.


"Huh?"


-----


"Officer Garibaldi?  A report just
came in about some kind of vandalism."  Nancy handed him the parchment
with the info on it.


"Well, let's go," Garibaldi
said to Vivian.  Turning to David, he said, "And David, remember..."


"...to stay the hell out of your
way.  Yeah, I remember the speech from last year."


Garibaldi smirked, and then led the way
out of the precinct house.  They rode in an official Rimohr carriage, painted
black, with the hawk emblem glistening on the side.  The event was in a small
village some distance away from Bolmont, and so it took them almost an hour to
get there.  The Rimohrs were by no means an emergency-response force.


David was the last to climb out of the
carriage, and he hung back as Garibaldi and Columbo went to interview the man
standing in the yard.  David walked around, just observing things.  He saw a
gruff old man in the house next door, glaring out through the window, and he
saw a little girl, playing in the yard.  He went over to her.


"Hi there," he said. 
"What's your name?"


"Salitha," she told him.


"Well, that's a pretty name."


"Thank you," she said shyly. 
"Are you a Rimohr?"


"Who, me?  No.  I'm a friend of one
of the Rimohrs, and I'm following him around today."


"How come?"


David looked around conspiratorially, and
then whispered, "It's his birthday, and I have to make sure he doesn't go
home early, and spoil the surprise."


Salitha giggled, and smiled.


Suddenly, her smile faded.  "Daddy's
gonna be in trouble, isn't he?"


"Could be," David allowed.


"He didn't do it, you know."


"Well, I don't know that.  Did you
see who did it?"


"No," she admitted, "but
I've been with Daddy all morning."


David nodded.


"She's right," A voice said
from behind David.  He saw Salitha's eyes light up.


"Mommy!"


"Hello, Darling," Salitha's
mother said.  Unfortunately for Salitha, her mother was clearly a ghost.  David
rose from his kneeling position.


"Hello, ma'am," David said.


"Hello.  My name is Tabitha."


"David.  You said your daughter was
right.  Did you see who destroyed the fence?"


"Yes, and it was not my
husband."


"Who was it?"


"John Amabo, the man who lives in
that house."


"But it's his wall,"
David objected.  "He's the one that called the Rimohrs, I think."


"My husband and he do not get
along.  They have argued over this wall for many years.  I watched him hex the
wall so that it would crumble.  I think he hopes to blame it on my husband, and
get him in serious trouble."


David nodded.


"Of course, me telling you this does
no good at all."


"Not directly, but I can still let
the Rimohrs know about it.  I have a question, though."


"Why am I here?" she asked
knowingly.


"Yeah.  I thought it was customary
for the deceased to not inhabit their former homes."


"It is... but I simply can't bear to
be away from Dagan and Salitha."


David nodded sympathetically.


At that point, David heard his name
called.  He said good-bye to Salitha and Tabitha, and walked back over to the
carriage, where the Rimohrs were waiting, talking.


"What do you think?" Garibaldi
asked Vivian.


"I don't think we have much choice
but to take him in."


"He didn't do it," David said
quietly.


"A hunch?" Vivian asked.


David shook his head.  "Two
completely unreliable witnesses.  One a six-year-old girl, and the other, a
ghost, both related to the accused."


"Not the sort of thing we can take
to the magistrate," Garibaldi said.


David nodded.  "I know.  But I
figured you should know that the guy who filed the complaint is actually the
one who damaged the wall.  According to the man's deceased wife, there has been
a long-running feud over this wall."


Garibaldi nodded.  "Shit.  Now we'll
be here all day."


"Better than paperwork, ain't
it?" David asked with a grin.


Garibaldi glared at him, but smirked. 
"Yeah, actually, it's still better than paperwork."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"I'm about out of ideas, so I hope
this works," David said.


"It's not that important if it
doesn't," Zyla insisted.  "She'll be okay."


David frowned at Zyla, and then he took
Grace from her, rocking the child gently in his arms.  Grace was quiet, but
made small noises of discomfort that hurt David to hear.  He picked up the
pipette from the table, and stuck it in the flask, drawing out the right amount
of the potion.  He carefully slipped it into the corner of Grace's mouth, far
enough back that she wouldn't spit it back up, and released the potion.


Grace swallowed, and David watched her
closely as he set the pipette down.  Suddenly, Grace hiccupped twice, and then
let out a noise that sounded suspiciously like a squealing piglet.  With that,
her wilburwarts popped off her face, dropping to the floor before they exploded
in little pops, and vanished.


Once all the warts were gone, Grace
giggled and cooed.  David gave her a hug, and then gave her back to her mother.


"They're all gone!" Zyla said
in astonishment.  "You did it!"


"Well, let's give it a day, to make
sure, but it looks like it worked, yes."


Grace began to cry, but Zyla recognized
it as a hunger cry, so she took the baby into the kitchen to get some food.


David followed her, and sat down at the table. 
He pulled out a roll of parchment from his coat, and copied from his notes,
onto the parchment.  Zyla sat down, Grace at her breast.


"What are you doing?" she
asked.


"Copying this potion into my masters
list."


Zyla shook her head.  "I don't understand."


David looked up at her, but kept his gaze
intensely on her face.  "In order to become a potions master, I have to
invent ten completely new potions.  So, for the last year, I've been working on
making my masters list, the list of potions I've invented.  Once I have ten, I
can let Sam know, and then... well, however the completion of my apprenticeship
happens.  She hasn't really explained that to me yet."


Zyla nodded, but was distracted by
another issue.  "Does it bother you to see me breastfeeding Grace?"


David squirmed.  "The act doesn't
bother me.  I just don't want to accidentally see something I shouldn't."


"It's not that big a deal,
David."


David shrugged.  "I just don't think
I should be looking at another man's wife's body."  Without his
permission, David added for his own conscience, remembering that he had
spent his Chicago vacation sleeping with Denise every night.


Zyla smiled softly at him.  To make him
more comfortable, she asked, "So, how many potions have you created so
far?"


David smirked.  "You know, I lost
track, over the summer."  David unrolled his scroll and counted them down
from the top.  "Nine... and ten.  Hey, I've got ten!"


"Well, congratulations," Zyla
said to him.


David almost didn't hear her.  He was
looking over his list of potions, and noticing some things about them.  He
jolted when he realized she'd said something.  "Huh?  Oh, thanks."


"And Grace thanks you, too.  She
hasn't taken this much milk in a couple weeks."


"I'm glad she's feeling
better," David said.


Zyla could clearly see that he was
distracted, so she didn't bother with further conversation, but put her
attention toward her suckling child.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Do you have to go?  Seems like you
spent your entire time here working," Zyla objected.


"I need to get back to school.  I
found something in my potions that I need to explore further."


"A good thing, or a bad thing?"
Garibaldi asked.


"A... thing," David said. 
"Good or bad doesn't necessarily figure into it.  But it's something I
need to spend a little time studying.  Also, I'll be taking another trip soon,
so I don't have all the time in the world to work on it, so..."


"Well, we've enjoyed having you
here.  Haven't we, Joe?"


"Yeah, sure," Garibaldi said,
his usual mock-grumpiness at David's presence evident.


David took Grace from Zyla, to give her a
good-bye hug.  The infant burbled at him, and gripped his finger.  He handed
the baby back to Zyla, who then gave David a hug, and a kiss on the cheek.


"Thank you for helping Grace, even
if it meant we didn't get to talk as much as I'd like."


David nodded.  "Is there anything
she needs?"


"No, we're fine, David.  Thank
you."


He nodded again, and turned to
Garibaldi.  "Okay, I'll get out of your hair now, Joe.  Take it easy. 
Say, whatever happened with that guy and the broken wall?"


"The complainant withdrew his
complaint when the guy he was accusing offered to take a truth potion."


David snorted.  "Yeah, that would
definitely not help his accusation."


Garibaldi said, "Will you be selling
that wilburwarts curing potion?"


"I can't, until I get my full guild
membership."


"Not that it'll probably mean
anything to me, but what was giving you such fits with it?  I personally have
no idea how you come up with a new potion, but you seemed like you were very
frustrated with it."


David nodded.  "Turns out I had all
the ingredients but one.  Once I added that, it all worked."


"What was the ingredient?" Zyla
asked.


"A web from a Garthwhite Spider. 
Thankfully, they're common around here."


Garibaldi nodded appreciatively. 
"Thanks for the effort.  I know we told you not to bother, but... no
parent wants a sick baby."


David shook Garibaldi's hand.


"Keep in touch," Garibaldi
said.


"Come and visit," Zyla implored
him.  "It's not that far away."


"We'll see," David told her. 
"If nothing else, I'll drop by next summer."


"You better do more than drop
by," Zyla warned him.


"Yes, ma'am," David said.  Zyla
blushed, and grinned.


"Have a good year, David,"
Garibaldi said.


"Thanks.  See you guys later."


With that, David picked up his bag and
headed out of the house.  Jailla flew down onto his shoulder as they walked.


"Are you planning to walk back to
school?" Jailla asked sarcastically.


"Keep that up, and I'll go through
Haven, and you can fly back on your own."


"Something the matter?" Jailla
asked, a bit nonplussed.


"No.  Sorry.  Just got potions stuff
on my mind.  We'll take a carriage back, obviously, but it's not that far a
walk to the normal boarding station."


Jailla bobbed his head in agreement, and
they walked the rest of the way in silence, while David pondered his potions.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~






















	
	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 4


Chapter 3: August


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Argh," David grumbled to
himself.  He took the mixture and dumped it down the sink.  This was the
seventh try so far that had failed.  He cleaned out his cauldron, and took an
extra-long time to clean it magically, making sure that no previous potion was
causing his current difficulties.  Finally satisfied, he returned his cauldron
to the fire pit, and began his work once more.


An hour later, Sam came in.  She was
quiet, because she didn't want to disturb him if he was doing something
sensitive.  She found him with his face buried in some notes, a potion bubbling
beside him.  For a moment, she stopped and observed.  She remembered her own
apprenticeship, and she had not been this single-minded in her own pursuit.  David
had been working in this lab, sun-up to sun-down, for over a week now.  She
didn't object to his use of the workroom, but she worried he might be burning
himself out.


Sam moved over and placed her hand gently
on David's back.  He jolted, and looked up, then smiled at her.


"Hey, Sam," he said.


"Hey, yourself.  You've been working
awfully hard in here."


"Trying to get something to work. 
It's being difficult."


"Would you like me to help?"
she asked.  She knew that potion makers in general, and David in particular,
didn't care for others meddling in their potions, but she had to ask.


David smiled again, but shook his head. 
"No, thank you.  I'll get it eventually."


"Is this one of your ten
potions?"


"Um... sort of, yeah."


"Sort of?"


"I'm trying to rework something. 
I've actually already made ten potions.  I just discovered something that I
wanted to try to fix."


"You've already made ten new
potions?"


"Yeah."


"Do you have the list?"


David passed over his list of potions and
their descriptions.


Merlung - Allows the user to breathe and
talk underwater


FloBubble - Creates long-lasting,
rainbow-colored bubbles that float in air


Naproxen Ghostium - Painkiller for demighosts


Morphex - Protects the user from being
morphed by others


Incorporeus - Allows the user to become
insubstantial (meaning "non-solid") for a brief period of time


Lust Less - Reduces the blood-lust in a
vampire to barely noticeable levels


Bloodbank - Keeps a person's body filled
with blood, even if they're bleeding profusely


Allium Savis - Taken before a meal, allows
those allergic to garlic to safely partake


Wing Rot Cure - A cure for wing rot in
pegs.  May also work in other animals, but hasn't been tested.


Wilburwarts Cure - A cure for the childhood
malady wilburwarts.


 


Sam looked over the list, and then over
the additional parchments he'd given her, as well, which contained the actual
potions.


"This looks finished," she
said.  "So what are you still having to work on?"


"I'd rather not say just yet,"
David told her.  "They're... not quite ready."


"Okay," Sam said, a bit
nonplussed, but not wanting to argue over it.  She handed the papers back to
him.  "Let me know when you are ready."


"I will.  How does that work,
anyway?  I just give them to you, then you go off and make sure they're unique,
find a way to test them, or what?"


"When you're ready, you'll give me
the list of potions.  I'll do two things:  I'll verify that they are really
new, like you said, and I will arrange to have the necessary people brought to
the school.  What that means is, for instance, you have a potion specific to
vampires, so we will bring a vampire here.  The potions must be tested in my
presence, and also the members of the Guild Council will be here, since you are
trying to become a member of the Guild.  You'll bring the necessary potions
with you, and we will test them.  If they all work - and they all have
to work, David, this isn't a case where almost is good enough - then you will
become a Potions Master, and a full-fledged member of the Royal Potions
Guild."


"How much time, between when I say
I'm ready, and the actual test?"


"A few weeks.  It'll probably take
that long just to find a vampire that you haven't met before."


"Okay.  Well, I'll let you know when
I think I'm up for it."


"Good."  She leaned in and
kissed him passionately for a long moment.  When she broke the kiss, she smiled
at him.  "Even I didn't think you'd be ready this fast.  You're an
amazingly good potion maker.  When you get back to the apartment, though, I
want to see your morphing skills."


"Hmm?" David asked, confused.


"I want to see how fast you can turn
me into a puddle of quivering jelly."


David, understanding her meaning, smiled
widely.  He pulled her close, and they kissed again.


"I'll be there soon," David
promised.


"Good."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Emile?"


"Well, David, how are you
today?" Dean Lengel asked.


"I'm fine.  Sam said you wanted to
see me about something."


"Yes.  Technically, this is an
'official' discussion, but if you start calling me Dean Lengel, or worse, 'ma'am',
while we're talking, I'll expel you."  Only the grin on her face belied
this.  David called her bluff.


"Yes, ma'am!" he said
exuberantly.  Dean Lengel blushed.


"Okay, okay, but seriously.  I have
something that I would like you to do for the school, if you would."


"Sure.  If I can."


"Well, as you'll recall, those
students who live farther away from the Academy get here on the school's
carriage."


"Right..."


"And you'll recall that, on the
carriage was a student sitting at a little desk up front."


"Um... yeah, vaguely..."


"That student's job is to answer
questions from the new students, and also to make sure that they all get to the
sign-in tables without incident.  The student who has done this for us the last
couple years isn't returning this year, so we need a new Information Officer. 
I'd like you to take the job."


"Why me?"


"Well, not to make it sound like
you're my only option, but... you're here.  I didn't know that Luke, the
old Information Officer, wasn't coming back until last week, so I didn't have
time to replace him during the year.


"Having said that, you would have
been near the top of my list to ask, anyway.  You're very knowledgeable about
the school, you are loyal to the school, which is very important to
me... and I trust you, which I cannot say about a great many students."


"Well, how can a guy turn down that
kind of rationale?" David said with a grin.


"If he's nice, he can't," she
said.  "I'm counting on that."


David chuckled.  "Okay, I'll do it. 
Where does the route start?"


"Right here.  You can ride it out
from here."


"Well, there's a slight problem with
that.  I'm going to be leaving in a few days.  I'm going to go tour Mirelia
with a friend.  I thought maybe we could catch up with it at the first stop
where it will pick up people."


"Oh, okay, I see.  That would work,
too.  Well, we haven't worked out a route, or I should say, the driver hasn't,
since it isn't time yet.  We could just pick a place for them to come get you,
if you're going to be that far out west."


David considered for a second.  "Are
you picking up any students in Bellamy?"


"Now, David, you know we are. 
Eleanor Hasterscant is joining us this year.  First year students are supposed
to ride the carriage, if they aren't local."


David grinned.  "She goes by Ellie,
by the way, but okay.  If you can make Bellamy your first stop, then I can get
on there.  I can just make a visit to the Hasterscants with my friend, and we
can all ride in together."


"That works very nicely," Dean
Lengel agreed.  "Thank you for agreeing to take the job.  I was a little
worried about filling the position."


"Why did you learn so late that the
other guy wasn't coming back?"


"Luke was killed in an accident in
Earth."


"Oh.  Well, that would be a good
reason not to let you know ahead of time," David said.


Dean Lengel smiled bemusedly. 
"Yes.  Anyway, thank you again.  When are you leaving?"


"Saturday."


"If I don't see you between now and
then, I'll see you when school starts.  Have a good trip."


"Thanks."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Miss J?" David said, sticking
his head in the door after knocking.


"Hello, David," she said
brightly.  "Please, come in.  How are you today?"


David stepped into the office all the
way.  "I'm doing all right.  I was wondering if you wanted me to give you
a hand moving the plants over today."


Prof. Qwellyn looked surprised.  "I
hadn't actually planned on doing that for at least another week," she told
him.


"I know, but I'm going on vacation
to Mirelia in a couple days, and I won't be back until the other students come
back.  I didn't want to leave you without your usual helper..."


Prof. Qwellyn smiled at him.  "Thank
you, David, for your concern.  Well, we certainly can do it today.  Let
me just finish up what I'm doing, and we'll go."


"Okay.  Should I wait outside?"


"No, no.  Have a seat.  This is just
paperwork, nothing important.  I'll just be a few more minutes."


David nodded, and then sat down, waiting
quietly for her to finish.  In about five minutes, she bundled up the parchment,
rolled it, tied a ribbon around it, and put it in her Out box.  Smiling at him
again, she got up and moved around the desk.


"Well, let's get to it,  Afterwards,
I can show you some new plants we got in."


"More work for the king?"


"How'd you guess?" she asked
with a grin.


"Does he even ask the other schools
to grow things?"


"Now, why would he do that?"


David chuckled.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"You mean I get to remain a bird
this time?" Jailla said.


"Unless you keep being whiny,"
David warned him.  Jailla ruffled his feathers at that, and said no more about
it.  They were waiting, with a few others, outside the Slyther Inn, which was
also the local coach departure point.


Soon enough, a coach, led by four pegs,
descended down out of the sky.  The pegs' hooves thundered up the street until
the coach came to a stop, and the driver descended from his seat.


"This is the one-thirty coach for
all points south.  Final destination is Senesty.  If you already have your
tickets, please step up to board.  Leave your bags, and they'll be loaded for
you."


David stepped up and handed the man his
ticket.  David was ushered aboard, and, though the coach wasn't nearly as big
as the school's carriage, it was spacious enough for at least twice the number
of people who were boarding here.  He settled Jailla onto a provided perch, and
found himself a nearby seat.  He had grabbed a volume of his Eternal Compendium
to pass the time, and as the other riders boarded, he waited patiently.  It
wasn't long before they were airborne.


David waited about twenty minutes, to see
if any of his fellow passengers were going to strike up a conversation with
him, but no one did.  He felt no need to do so himself, either.  Having given
what he considered a polite opportunity, he now pulled out his book and started
reading.  The book he had chosen for the flight was a book on Divination and
its uses in the politics of Callamandia through the ages.


He didn't finish before the flight landed
in Senesty.  It was very late when they arrived, but David had already made
arrangements for lodging, and so that proved not to be a problem, either.  An
hour after their flight landed, David was in his hotel room, Jailla asleep on a
shelf, and he had returned to reading his book.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


Another, much shorter, flight the next
day took David to the border between Callamandia and Gtharsis.  He entered
Gtharsis, looking around with curiosity.  The construction here was different,
of course, as the people were significantly shorter than humans, and were
mostly agrarian in nature.  Normal-sized barns sat next to slightly diminutive
dwellings, which were themselves constructed post-and-beam style, with thatched
roofs.  He supposed it worked well enough here, but wondered if the style held
deeper into the southern, wetter areas of Gtharsis.


Instead of a pegasus-pulled coach, David
stepped into what looked like a simple box with seats.  He took a front row
seat, since it was available, and waited once again.  He had no idea how this
was supposed to move anywhere, and almost wondered if it was just a waiting
facility.


Finally, after everyone had stepped in,
the gnome who had sold him the ticket also stepped in.  He took the seat in the
very front, which was on a swiveling base.  Facing backward, toward the
passengers, he gave a little spiel about where they were going, and how long it
would take to get there.  David would reach his destination in three hours.


Once finished with his speech, the gnome
spun his chair around to face out the window.  He moved his hand in a peculiar
fashion, not touching anything, and suddenly, David noticed the view outside
moved downward.  He had felt almost nothing at all, but clearly the box in
which he was riding was now floating somehow above the ground.


In another second, they began to move
forward, and it didn't take long for them to be traveling at breakneck speed
down a corridor that had obviously been cleared of trees.  It looked wide
enough for two or three of these... buses?  Whatever they called them, it
seemed the corridor had been designed to carry them back and forth.  The
landscape zipped by in a blur.  David figured they were moving just as fast as
the peg-drawn coach, only much closer to the ground.


Gtharsis was a green, lush nation, and
the land was very pretty... but a person can only stare at trees for just so
long.  In less than a half-hour, David was once again immersed in his book.


-----


David stepped out of the gnome bus and
looked around.  He was currently in the Dugerran equivalent of Houma, Louisiana. 
What he needed now was a travel gate, so he could reach Olissa's house.


A holler from behind him proved this to
be unnecessary, however.  David turned to see Olissa and Bispy waiting for
him.  She waved with a big smile.


"Nice of her to meet us," Jailla
said.  "Weren't we supposed to stay at her house for a few days,
however?"


David shrugged.  "Maybe we're
changing plans."  He went over to Olissa and the two hugged strongly, and
then kissed each other.


When they finally separated, David asked,
"Not that I'm not glad to see you, but why are you here?  I thought you
were going to meet me in Houma."


Olissa frowned slightly.  "My
parents are being extra-weird as of late.  I thought maybe we could just start
the trip a few days early."


David pursed his lips, then shrugged and
nodded.  "I don't see why not.  You hungry?"


Olissa looked embarrassed.  "Yeah,
I... didn't bring any Dugerran money with me."


David put his arm around her shoulder and
hugged.  He conjured her bag into the same place his own was located, and then
they made off to find an eatery.


-----


After lunch, David and Olissa found out
that they would have to walk to the next village in order to catch what the
gnomes called a glide cart that was going to the Mirelian border.  It would
take them about half a day to make the trip.


Since they were already ahead of schedule
due to not staying with Olissa's parents, neither of them minded.  Besides, it
was an easy walk along a well-worn path.  They chatted as they went, David
telling Olissa about his summer.


As they neared the next village, they had
to cross a river.  A stone bridge arched over the water, and so they didn't
hesitate.  As they approached the bridge, however, there was a soft rustling
noise to their left.


Suddenly, from out of the rushes at the
water's edge, a creature jumped in front of them.  Its greenish-grey skin hung
limply from its frame, and its long nose and large, pointy ears made its face
look decidedly menacing.  It stood like a human, though not nearly as tall. 
Its head looked bald at first, but then David realized it was simply that its
hair, which was slicked back from being all wet, was the same nasty color as
his skin.  A look at hands and feet showed that they were partially webbed.


The creature, which David finally
identified as a river troll, snarled and snapped at them, holding up its clawed
hands menacingly.  Bispy crouched, ready to leap, and David was about to draw
his wand, when Olissa stepped forward.


"Oh, go on," she said calmly. 
"That's not going to work."


Bispy immediately backed off, realizing
his wizard wasn't frightened.  David stared at her, but the troll immediately
stopped snarling.  He lowered his hands.


"Really?  Not frightened in the
least?" the troll asked.


David stared agape.  The damned troll had
an English accent!


"Of course not.  I know about river
trolls," Olissa told him.


"Oh, well, that explains it,"
the troll said.  "Sorry to have startled you."


"No problem," Olissa said. 
"What's your name?"


"Now, hang on just a minute!"
David insisted.  "What the heck is going on?"


Olissa giggled at David, but it was the
troll who answered.


"I, good sir, am a river troll.  I
live underneath the bridge, you see.  When travelers come along, I pop out and
try to scare them."


"Why?" David asked.


"Well, if they're scared enough,
they run away.  Often when they run away, they drop things.  I can then collect
the things they drop.  It's what I do."


"Seems kind of rude," David
said.


"Well, I suppose so, but then, it's
not like they're inviting me to tea, is it?"


David shook his head.  "Why
do you have a British accent?"


"Do I?" the troll asked. 
"I talk like my mother taught me.  So I suppose she had the same accent. 
Couldn't tell you, otherwise."


"Why live under a bridge?"
David asked.


"Keeps the rain off me," he
said.


"But you're a river troll!  You're
constantly wet, anyway!"


"Well, yeah, but there's a
difference, you see.  When I'm swimming, the water runs right off.  Rain water
keeps bapping you in the head.  It's uncomfortable."


"This is all a bit strange for
me," David admitted.


"Really?" Olissa said with a
grin.  "You can handle lamias and vampires, but not river trolls?"


"Not polite river trolls with
British accents, no," David admitted.


"What is your name?" Olissa
asked the troll.


"I am Ledo Neill.  And you
are?"


"Olissa Volaire.  This is David
Stroud.  We're students, from Callamandia."


"I'd gathered.  I'm familiar with
the uniform."


"How?" David asked.


"You aren't the only travelers that
have come down this road, you know," Ledo told them.  "In fact, I
have an old school cloak in my collection with the same insignia.  Care to see
it?"


"Sure," Olissa said, not
waiting for David to respond.


"Come on, then," Ledo said.  He
led them down, beneath the bridge.  Ledo had cleared away and dug out some of
the ground to make himself something like a den.  Larger rocks were set about
purposefully, for use as chairs and tables.


"Would you care for some tea?"
Ledo asked.


"You have tea?" David replied
incredulously.


"Yes.  It's an herbal tea, made from
the local plants."


"Ah... no thank you," David
replied.


Ledo nodded and motioned them to have a
seat, and then plunged into the river.  Having nothing better to do, David and
Olissa sat down to wait for him.


It wasn't long before Ledo reappeared
with a wet and tattered cloak in his hands.  He handed it to David.  It was the
same bright blue as his own coat, and the school crest was still vibrant.


"How old is this?" David asked.


"Don't know," Ledo admitted. 
"I don't keep track of years, you see.  I've been here for many, many
winters.  Would you care for something to eat?"


"Um..." David temporized.


"I haven't yet caught supper, but it
would only take a minute.  I am, however, out of oramon.  If you could just nip
over to the orchard and get us a few, it'll make the whole meal much
better..."


"Sure," Olissa said. 
"Bispy, maybe you'd better stay here."  Bispy settled onto the soft
ground, while Olissa walked toward the orchard.  David said nothing, and
followed Olissa back up away from the river.  Ledo watched them go, then dove
into the river to go fishing.


"Why are we having dinner with a
river troll?" David asked.


"Why not?" Olissa replied with
a grin.  "It's not like dinner will kill you."


David smirked.  "No, but you're a
different story!"


Olissa giggled.  "I've heard stories
about river trolls, but I've never met one until now.  I just think he's
fascinating, and I want to talk to him for a while."


"Well, whatever.  I wonder if this
orchard belongs to someone.  It looks awfully well cared for."


"There's a house.  Let's ask,"
Olissa said.


Sure enough, there was a farmer.  David
explained why they were there, and he paid the farmer for a basket of oramons,
which they would have to pick themselves.


"What, exactly, is an oramon?"
David asked.


"It's a magical hybrid of an orange
and a lemon.  You'll see when we eat it."


"Okay," David said dubiously.


When they returned to the river, Ledo was
waiting.


"Good lord!  You can't nick a whole
basket of them!  You're just supposed to take one or two!"


David set the basket down.  "We
bought these from the farmer," he explained.


"Bought... what an interesting
concept.  Well, anyway, I caught dinner.  Now we can cook him up and eat
him."


"Him" was a sizeable trout from
the river.  Between the fish and the fruit, they would certainly not be hungry. 
David wasn't at all sure he wanted to try the other water plants that Ledo had
gathered for the meal.  When David cut through the dark yellow skin of the
oramon, he was startled to see that the fruit was half-lemon, half-orange literally. 
The segments inside the fruit alternated which kind of fruit they came from.


Ledo started a fire using what David
assumed was a magic device.  He waved it over some sopping wet leaves, which
suddenly burst into flame.


They chatted while dinner cooked.  Ledo
told them of the different travelers he'd seen cross the river, and David and
Olissa told him of their time at Woodward.


After dinner, Ledo brought out some of
his collection to show them.  It was clear that he didn't get many visitors,
and he was overjoyed to have someone to talk to.  As he proudly displayed his
collection of odd knick-knacks and left-behind tools, he jabbered on about
where he'd found them, or who had dropped them.


"Now, this, I have no notion of what
it is, or what it does.  The fellow that dropped it was singing so loud, he
didn't even hear me in the reeds like you did.  He must have jumped five feet
in the air when I popped out.  Dropped this thing, and ran across the bridge
faster than a wyvern after lunch."


David picked it up, and turned it over. 
He couldn't suppress the chuckle that came out of his mouth as he handed it to
Olissa.  She giggled, too, and then handed it back to Ledo.


"What's so blasted funny?" Ledo
asked, confused.


David shook his head.  "It just
shows how long you've been here," he told the troll.


"Oh?  How's it do that?"


"Well, it's an Earth device.  One
they haven't made in years.  It's called a Sony Walkman."


Ledo turned it over in his hands. 
"A Sony Walkman...  The device propels you somehow?"


David and Olissa both laughed at that.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


By the time they had finished an
amazingly good dinner and their conversation, it was too dark to continue their
journey safely.  Ledo warned them that there were truly dangerous creatures in
the forest between them and the village, and it was only safe to travel by
day.  They had hunkered down beneath the bridge and slept.  Ledo had slept on a
raft made of reeds that floated in the river.  It was tied to the bridge to
keep it from floating off.  He claimed it was the ultimate sleep experience.


"Maybe so," David said to
Olissa as they were walking to the village the next morning, "but I don't
want to be able to roll over and drown in my waterbed."


Once in the village, it was easy to gain
passage on a glide cart heading for the border.  They watched the scenery roll
by as the glide cart made its way over another well-maintained path.  They
passed the time chatting about various things, and played a few games of I Spy,
just to stay busy.


The glide cart came to a stop in the
early afternoon.  They were clearly at the border, which looked almost exactly
like the border between Gtharsis and Callamandia.  Two buildings stood, side by
side, with an official out in front of each one to greet the new arrivals.


"Welcome to Mirelia," the young
man said, a friendly tone to his voice.  "What brings you to our country
today?"


"Tourism," David said.


The man smiled, and made a note on his
form.  Then he said, "Well, enjoy your stay."


"Excuse me, but is there a public
transportation system we can use here?"


"I'm afraid not.  Mirelia is too
sparsely populated to make use of one.  If you're in a hurry, I'd suggest you
rent one of the new glidecars.  There's a dealer just down the road."


"Thank you," David said.  He
walked off, frowning.


"I guess I should have spent more
time planning and researching," David said to Olissa.  "Sorry about
this."


"It's fine," she told him. 
"More exciting this way."


"Uh-huh," David replied
dubiously.


Ultimately, because they would not be
exiting Mirelia the same way they entered it, David had to buy one of the
glidecars from the dealer.  The glidecar was a very strange device.  Though it
had a windshield and a roof, it had no doors.  The seating was very plush, more
like a sofa than car seats.  There was an enclosed space at the back for their
luggage, so David pulled it out of his Conjuring Room and put it in there.  


After a quick course in operating the
vehicle, the dealer gave him a reminder pamphlet, and wished them well.  They
stepped into the vehicle which, having no wheels, sat right on the ground. 
Jailla sat on the back of the seat, and Bispy curled himself up on the floor to
one side, which was a free space, since Olissa was sitting close to David, and
the car could easily seat three people.


"Ready?" David asked Olissa.


"If you are."


David smirked, then waved his hand in the
prescribed manner.  Slowly, the vehicle lifted off the ground.  Unlike the
glide carts, the car had a very slight bobbing motion, just enough to feel. 
David took the control lever and pushed on it.  The car slowly moved out of the
parking area, and onto the road, which appeared to be for coaches and
carriages, but the glidecar didn't care in the slightest.  The ride smoothed
out once the car was in motion, and the bobbing sensation ceased.


"So, where are we going?"
Olissa asked after a while.


"Hewakaya," David replied. 
Seeing the look on Olissa's face, he said, "The Temple of the Air."


"How far is it?"


"We probably won't get there
today," David told her.


"Tomorrow?"


"We should.  Unless I get
lost," he said with a grin.


"Now, David, if you want to make
out, we can just stop anyplace.  You don't need to get lost!"


David laughed, and then he leaned over
and kissed Olissa.  He had to keep it brief, lest he run into something, but
she scooted over to lean against him, and he wrapped his arm around her
shoulder.  Making herself even more comfortable, she curled her legs up,
resting them on the empty expanse of seat beside her.


"This is a very comfortable way to
travel," she said.


"Yeah," David agreed.  "I
might even keep this thing... though I don't know where I'd put it.  I guess
there's got to be storage places I could rent."


"Probably."


"Comfortable over there,
Jailla?"


"Best form of transportation you've
discovered yet," Jailla opined.  


David grinned.  "Bispy, you good? 
Bispy?"


"He's asleep," Olissa informed
David with a chuckle.


"Ah, well, I guess he's good,
then."


With that, they drove on.


-----


When it got too dark for David to see
where he was going, he found a clear spot and pulled off the road.  The car
bobbed while David picked a flat piece of land, and then he settled the
glidecar to the ground.


"You want to break out dinner?"
David asked Olissa.  They had stopped at a small village and purchased food for
their trip.  David scoured the area for enough material to start a fire.  It
was tough, as this part of Mirelia, like its Earth counterpart, was sandy
desert, and there wasn't a whole lot here to burn.


After dinner, they sat around the fire
and talked about what they'd seen so far.  It wasn't long before they both got
kind of sleepy.


"I guess we sleep on the ground,
huh?" Olissa asked.  "You brought sleeping bags, right?"


"I did, but we don't need
them," David told her.  He walked over to the glidecar and reached down,
releasing a catch.  He then pulled upward, and the car's seat front folded
upward, so that it was now a bed big enough for both of them.


"Tada!  Or, Abracadabra!  Or
something," David said with a chuckle.


Olissa giggled.  She crawled into the car
and settled down.  David pulled a couple pillows out of the trunk, and gave one
to her.  Soon, they were snuggled together.  With their clothes on, there was
no need for a blanket; though the desert was cooler at night, it still wasn't
cold.


"Good night, David," Olissa
said sleepily.


"Good night," he told her,
giving her a soft kiss.  Then they lay down, and both were soon sound asleep.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David and Olissa were on the go early the
next morning, and it didn't take them long to reach Hewakaya, the Temple of the
Air.  They parked their glidecar on an empty patch of ground, but as they were
walking away, David turned back to look.


"What's the matter?" Olissa
asked.


"What's to keep someone from
stealing the car?  It doesn't even have doors."


"Good question.  You want Bispy to
stay and guard it?"


"No, I don't want to make him miss
out on the temple.  But that does give me an idea."


David pulled out his wand and charmed the
car.  Suddenly, it faded from a glidecar, to a sleeping dragon.


"Only the bravest, or those who know
it's an illusion, will go close now."


"That's a pretty convincing
illusion.  I have to look really hard to tell."


David nodded.  "Come on, let's go
in."


When they got to the entrance, David
said, "Wow, Gwen's parents were right.  The line is long."


"Lots of people want to see the
temples, I guess," Olissa said.


They waited patiently, trying to keep
Bispy in line, until they reached the entrance.  David made an offering, as
there was no set entrance price, and they were ushered to a small building
where they were asked to change into other clothing.  David felt as though he
were wearing a parachute; he was fully covered, but the air went right through
the fabric of his outfit, which was baggy to the point of hanging on him almost
like a robe.


Olissa was dressed the same way when she
came out.  Their outfits were a light sky blue.  They had been told to leave
their shoes with their other clothing, so they were both barefoot.


"Why the change in attire?"
David asked the attendant.


"The temple is best experienced if
you can truly feel the air flowing around you.  In truth, it would be best to
experience the temple nude.  However, we know that many visitors would be
extremely uncomfortable with that, and so these clothes are the next best
alternative.  Please, feel free to wander where you will.  If you have a
question, ask any of the acolytes.  Also, while you may do as you wish while
here, it is strongly recommended that you do spend time in the floating
meditation."


"Where would we find that?"
David asked.


"It is the large stone platform you
see at the edge of the cliff."


"Thank you," Olissa told him. 
"Are there any rules Bisperion needs to follow?"  She gestured to
indicate who she was talking about.


The man shook his head.  "We would
ask that he not disturb other visitors, but we do not attempt to control the
creatures.  As a flying being, he is most welcome here.  You will notice that
there are many birds, butterflies, dragonflies, and other flying things here at
the temple.  They are our honored guests, just as you are."


The two thanked the man, and left the
changing area.  The temple grounds had no walkways.  The ground was instead
covered with a luxurious grass.  Set among the grass at seemingly random - but
probably very precise - spots were large pinwheels which sparkled as they spun
in the wind.  The temple was a very windy place, being on the edge of a
mountain ridge as it was.  The view into the distance was breathtaking, showing
the vast desert valley below them, and more mountains in the distance.  The
greenery of the temple was an oasis among sand and rock.


As they walked, both Bispy and Jailla
departed to go flying.  Olissa worried a little, but couldn't refuse Bispy the
freedom that the temple afforded him.  Instead, she focused on her
surroundings, and on enjoying her day with David.


As they walked, they passed by a set of
hundreds of reeds that were arranged on a stand.  The reeds were cut to varying
lengths, and as the wind blew, they resonated, creating a haunting but
wonderful sound.  They maneuvered around a group of people who seemed to be
meditating quietly on the grass, just enjoying the sun on their head and the
wind on their body.  Feeling the wind was incredibly easy, thanks to the
clothing they had been given to wear.  As they walked, they had to make a quick
detour around a group of people who were flying kites, some of which were doing
acrobatic maneuvers.


The two said little to each other as they
walked, just taking in their surroundings.  There were various small buildings,
where people could stop and pray to whatever deity or deities the Mirelians
believed in.  Ahead of them, at the highest point of the mountain, was
something that resembled a huge gazebo, all sides open to the air.  As the wind
flowed through the building, it rang the hundreds of wind chimes that hung,
causing them to fill the air with a soothing music.


The gazebo was made of white marble, its
pillars each at least a foot across.  As they walked up the steps of it to go beneath
the roof, they saw a metal sculpture that stood in the very center.  It spun in
the wind, and it resembled a rotating staircase, leading upward to the sky. 
They took a moment to sit and relax, just enjoying the surroundings.


After a while of sitting, an acolyte came
up to them.


"I don't mean to intrude," she
asked, "but you look as if you are confused.  Is there some way I can help
you?"


"I was wondering," David said,
a bit surprised at the observational skills of the acolyte, "just who it
is that you worship here."


"Oh, I see.  May I?" she asked,
gesturing to the seat beside them.  They both nodded.  The young lady sat down.


"The temples, all six of them, are
devoted to Diva Devata Jumala Zot."


"What's that?" Olissa asked.


"It's very difficult to put into
words, but essentially, it means, "The ones who control the creation of
the world and the fairies.  We believe that there are many tivaru... higher
beings... who each watch over a small portion of things here.  They send the
fairies, as needed, to maintain the worlds.  We come to the temples to thank
them, and sometimes, to ask for help."


"Is there..." David asked,
pausing to try to work out how he wanted to ask his question, "a... moral
code that goes with your beliefs?"


"Well, the priestesses do encourage
certain behaviors, but I assume you mean something handed down directly from
the tivaru?"


"Yes.  In one of our Earth
religions, we have something called the Ten Commandments.  They are supposedly
handed down directly from God.  They involve a lot of 'You shall not'
statements."


The acolyte nodded, then said,
"There is no such thing from the tivaru.  In fact, no one has ever spoken
to a tivaru directly."


"Then how do you know they
exist?" Olissa asked, politely but with clear curiosity.


"Because someone must be in control
of the fairies," the acolyte replied simply.


"I thought that was the Fairy
King."


"He directs the fairies, but he
doesn't create them.  Something else causes the fairies to all be created on
the same day, and only as they are needed.  The job is much too big for one
being to oversee, so there must be several tivaru.  We believe that they have
divided up the tasks according to their nature.  The tivaru that are held in
reverence at this temple, for instance, are the more freedom-loving and
uninhibited of the tivaru.  They are slightly whimsical and capricious.  People
come here to thank them for making life interesting... and also to ask them to
settle down, just a little bit," the acolyte added with a smile.


"I see.  And each of the other
temples, they worship a different set of these tivaru?"


"Yes.  Do you plan to visit any of
the other temples?"


"We'd planned to see all five of
them... but you say there are six," David replied, showing his confusion.


The acolyte nodded.  "The sixth
temple is Katiyalu.  It is our central temple, and is not open to visitors
except through special invitation."


"I see," David said, nodding.


"If you are going west from here,
however, I would strongly recommend that you stop and visit the Sea of Light. 
It is a breathtaking sight, and a place we go to relax, recharge, and get back
in tune with our world.  If you have the time, it should not be missed."


"We are heading west from
here, to Yanchilu."


"The Sea of Light is on your path,
then.  I hope you take some time to visit.  Well, I have taken up enough of
your time, unless you have more questions?"


"No, thank you.  You've been very
informative."


The acolyte rose, and then bowed to them
both before moving off.


"I wonder how she knew I was
confused," Olissa said.


"Probably the same way she knew I
was," David replied with a grin.  "Come on, you want to try the
floating meditation, whatever that is?"


"Okay."


Leaving the gazebo, David and Olissa
walked across the grass, between two rows of streamers set on tall poles.  It
formed a path without disturbing the grass.  They walked up the steps, onto the
platform, which, they realized now, extended well out over the edge of the
cliff.  They walked to the edge, but Olissa was a little leery about looking
down.


"I didn't know you were afraid of
heights," David said.


"I'm not afraid of heights, but
that's a long way down."


David smiled at her.  Just then, another
acolyte came up to them.


"Are you here for the floating
meditation?" he asked.


"Well... first, we'd like to know
exactly what it is."


The acolyte nodded, and motioned for them
to follow him.  As he walked, he explained.  "A magical enchantment has
been placed in this area.  There is a natural updraft here, which has been
strengthened and made more permanent.  The outfit we ask you to wear is
designed to make use of this updraft."


"You mean, we are supposed to
float..." David started.


The acolyte finished, "Over the
cliff face.  Yes.  Other enchantments make it perfectly safe.  You cannot, for
instance, float out of the updraft or hit the face of the cliff.  If you allow
yourself to relax, you will feel as if you are weightless, and you can let your
mind empty of all thought, just feeling the world around you."


"I'm willing to give it a
shot," David said, dubious about the whole "feeling of the world"
part.  "Olissa?"


Although she looked supremely nervous,
she nodded her head.  The acolyte led them over to a small platform that
extended out, and had no railing.  He gave them a few instructions on how to
return to the ground when they were finished, and then he simply motioned them
out.  David took Olissa's hand, squeezed it, and then let go.


"I'll go first," he told her. 
She smiled in gratitude.


David walked to the end of the platform
and looked down.  If this doesn't work, it's going to hurt like hell.


With that thought, David leapt off,
immediately spreading his arms and legs as wide as he could.  He fell perhaps
twenty feet before the wind fully caught his outfit, and it billowed up and out,
filling with the wind and pushing him upward.  He rose above the cliff face
perhaps thirty feet, and then stabilized.  He used his hand to wave at Olissa,
without moving his arm.


Olissa, not brave enough to jump off the
platform while looking, turned around, and then simply fell backward, pushing
slightly with her feet to get away from the platform.  She, too, spread her
body open, and the wind caught her, pushing her up until she was even with
David.  She looked up at the sky, watching the soft clouds above her, and
allowed herself to relax.


For over a half-hour, the two of them
floated.  Olissa closed her eyes at one point, and simply felt the wind, the
air, and the sun.  David, meanwhile, spent more time looking at the world
around him.  He wasn't really meditating, he didn't believe, but he wasn't
really thinking about anything, either.


Finally, the two decided they'd had
enough.  They changed the position of their arms and legs, which allowed them
to move within the column of wind.  They propelled themselves so that they
floated over the mountain.  Once they were no longer over the cliff, the wind
started to die down, and slowly they descended to the ground.  When they were
only a few feet above it, they simply dropped their arms and legs, and fell the
remaining foot or so to the ground.


"That was an amazing
experience," Olissa said to him.  David agreed.


The two spent a little more time at the
temple, but as they were not devotees of Diva Devata Jumala Zot, there was
little else for them to do there.  Having seen the entire temple, they made
their way back to the entrance.  A signaling spell brought Jailla and Bispy
back to their sides, and they departed the temple.  They were told to keep
their outfits, so that they could wear them again if they wanted to feel the
air freely.


The glidecar-dragon was right where David
had left it, and so he dissolved the illusion, and they all clambered in.


"Where to now?" Olissa asked.


"The Sea of Light, I guess.  She
didn't give us much of a description, but since it's on the way..."


Olissa nodded, and they were off.


-----


It was an hour after nightfall when they
approached the Sea of Light.  They had been told, when they stopped for lunch,
that it was essential to view the Sea at night to get the full effect, and so
they had taken their time, stopping to see the sights several times along the
way.


Finally, a glow in the distance told them
that they were approaching their destination.  The glidecar crested a rise, and
there before them lay the Sea of Light.  The Sea was formed from a gigantic
hole in the ground that extended to the horizon in either direction.  The hole
was filled with a diffuse light, full of slowly shifting patterns.  Swirls of
red tumbled past streaks of blue, and a spiral of green floated below them
both.  Yellows, oranges, violets, and every other color anyone had ever thought
of filled The Sea.


The light was not overpowering.  It was
easily enough to see by, but staring into it caused no discomfort.  It reminded
David of the light from the Crystal Cavern the year before.  David stopped the
car, and he and Olissa stepped out to look at the sight before them.


David took a dozen images of The Sea
before he put his wand away, and reached over to pull Olissa toward him.  She
leaned against his side, and the two said nothing for the longest time.


Finally, David said, "Come on."


They climbed back in the car, and David
drove down to the edge of the hole.  The light seemed to fill the chasm
completely, yet it had no substance; they could see down into its depths for
quite a ways before it all became a suffused shine.  David slowly eased the car
forward.


"Uh, David... the road doesn't go
this way.  It goes left..." Olissa said, very nervous.


"Shh.  The guy said the glidecar
wouldn't go anywhere that couldn't support it.  I'm wondering if we can move
over the light."


Slowly, the car inched out over the edge
of the cliff.  It sank a few inches, but then stabilized, bobbing slightly due
to the lack of speed.


Having taken the dangerous step, David
sped back up.  They were now zooming along over the surface of the Sea of
Light, the colors seeming to surround them.


"Where are we going?" Olissa
asked him.


David pointed ahead.  "There's an
island there.  I figured it would be a good place to camp out for the night. 
How many people can say they've slept in the middle of the Sea of Light?"


"Probably not too many," Olissa
agreed.


The glidecar soon pulled up onto the
island, and David brought it to a stop, settling it to the ground.  For a long
time, they didn't move, but just stared out the windshield, enjoying the view. 
Finally, they stepped out, so they could see the sight all the way around
them.  David made sure to get more images from this perspective.


After a long moment, David turned to
Olissa and kissed her.  She kissed back immediately, wrapping her arms around
him and holding him close.  David ran his hands inside her coat, rubbing her
sides softly.  Finally, he moved his hands up to fondle her breasts.


Olissa broke their kiss and released him,
so that he could have more freedom to do what he was doing.  He reached up and
pushed her coat off her shoulders, letting it tumble to the ground.  When he
began to undo her blouse, however, she did get a bit nervous.


"David... here?  I mean, anyone who
comes along could see us... it's not even half a mile to the edge..."


David continued unbuttoning her blouse. 
"You said you would do anything I wanted, any time I wanted," he
chided her gently, a smile playing across his face.  "Didn't you,
slave?" he asked, a teasing tone to his voice.


David could tell that Olissa was blushing
fiercely.  He could feel the heat of her skin.  "Yes, Master," she
replied, grinning to hide her embarrassment.


"Good," he said, pushing her
now-open blouse off her shoulders.  He looked her in the eyes as he reached
back to unfasten her bra.  "I can't resist.  I just have to do this
here."


As her bra tumbled to the ground to join
the rest of her clothes, she nodded.  David gently pushed her backward, until
she was leaning against the side of the glidecar.  In a few more seconds, she
was completely nude.  The cool night air made her shiver, but she knew that she
would soon be plenty warm enough.


David shucked his own clothes quickly,
and as he pressed his body against hers, Olissa could feel his iron-hard cock
trapped between them.  She mewled at the feel of it, and at the feel of David's
hands, which had returned to caressing her breasts.


Finally, she couldn't stand it anymore. 
"Please fuck me, Master," she pleaded with him.


David arched his eyebrows, but smiled at
her.  He reached down and took hold of the back of her one leg.  She lifted it
for him, until he could hold it up.  This exposed her pussy to him most
invitingly.  David rolled his hips in just such a way that the head of his cock
ended up right at her opening.  He paused for a moment, looking Olissa in the
eye, and seeing the passion there.


Slowly, David pushed his hips forward,
the head of his dick spearing her opening in a most pleasant manner.  Olissa
let loose a quiet moan of joy as David filled her up.  David paused for a
moment, leaning forward to kiss her.  Their tongues were soon dancing wetly,
and as they did, David began to move in and out of her pussy.


Their coupling quickly grew feverish.  David
could not control his desire, and he was soon thrusting forcefully into Olissa,
causing her to grunt with each plunge.  He was rapidly approaching his peak,
and she could sense it.  She began to squeeze her pussy muscles, trying to milk
his cum out of him.  It didn't take too much of that before she succeeded. 
David broke their kiss and let out a shout of pleasure as his climax overtook
him.  For a long moment, he shivered, his cock jolting with each spasm.


As his orgasm passed, David had to let Olissa's
leg down.  He was a bit wobbly on his feet.


"Please sit down, Master,"
Olissa said softly.  She helped him to sit on the edge of the car's seat.  She
allowed him to regain his breath, stroking his hair, and then moving down to
his chest.  She bent over and kissed him softly as she reached down to take his
cock in her hand.  It was soft, but she knew that she could fix that.


Breaking their kiss, she knelt before
him.  David leaned back slightly, knowing what she wanted to do.  Olissa ran
her tongue repeatedly over the entire length of David's dick, starting its
return to hardness.  When it was about halfway there, she placed her lips on
the head and pushed forward, taking his entire length into her mouth.  She
slowly moved her mouth up and down on his shaft, keeping her lips and tongue in
constant motion until he was as hard as she had ever seen him.


Olissa released his cock from her lips,
and rose.  Without words, she first flipped up the seat into its bed form, and
then helped David slide all the way onto it, so he was lying comfortably.  She
crawled onto the bed with him, straddling his waist.


Taking his cock in her hand, Olissa held
it in position as she sank her pussy down onto his hardness.  Her eyes were
closed as she just enjoyed the feel of him entering her once again.  Once she
was fully impaled, she paused, looking down at her lover and smiling.  She
leaned forward slightly, and then began to rock her hips, her pussy sliding up
and down on his cock.  She wasn't moving quickly, but instead used slow
strokes, allowing him to feel each movement.


David started to thrust his hips, but
Olissa put a hand on his chest.  "Let me do the work, Master," she
said quietly.  "You just relax."


David smiled at her, and acquiesced. 
Lifting his hand to her breast, he asked, "Can I at least play with
these?"


Olissa smiled and nodded, biting her lip
as he tweaked her nipple.  As she kept her hips moving, he brought his other
hand up, and fondled both breasts simultaneously, gently tweaking and pinching
her nipples from time to time.  Her heat was rising, and David could tell, but
he was letting her do her thing, and so he kept himself still.


Suddenly, Olissa pushed herself fully
down onto David's cock and froze.  Her pussy squeezed him, and she shuddered. 
A long moan escaped her lips as she peaked.  David continued to massage her
tits, prolonging her enjoyment.


After a while, Olissa came down from her
high.  She smiled down at David.  "That was very nice.  May I have
another?"


"You can have as many as you want,"
David told her with a smile.


"Mmm," she replied, and started
to slowly rock her hips once again.  She still did not increase her pace, but
kept her movements sensual, and extremely pleasant.  David didn't know how long
she could keep that motion up, but he was going to enjoy every second of it.


The two didn't speak as they continued to
couple.  They merely watched each other's eyes.  In time, their heat rose. 
They were so in synch that their passion grew together.  Still, Olissa kept to
her slow pace, allowing the pleasure to build until they almost couldn't stand
it.  Finally, with just a few quick thrusts, she pushed both of them over the
edge.  They screamed out loudly, their voices echoing over the Sea of Light,
not that either of them cared.


For long moments, they shivered and
shuddered together.  Finally, Olissa collapsed on top of David.  He immediately
wrapped his arms around her and rolled them, so that she was beside him, and
they were both more comfortable.  In the afterglow of their sated passion, they
slept.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


When Olissa awoke, she found herself
covered by a blanket, her clothes neatly folded at the foot of the bed.  She
turned her head, and saw David sitting at the edge of their little island,
staring out across the Sea of Light.  She smiled, remembering the night
before.  Her hand trailed down her body, enjoying the memories for a little
while.


Finally, Olissa got up from the bed.  She
put on her panties, but decided not to get dressed further just yet.  She went
over and sat down beside David.  He immediately wrapped his arm around her, and
she snuggled tightly against him.


"Good morning," he told her. 
"Did you sleep well?"


"Very.  Thank you for the
blanket."


"It was pretty cold when I woke
up," David told her.  "I didn't want you to be uncomfortable."


The two sat quietly for a while, but then
David said, "Thank you for last night.  I know it made you uncomfortable. 
I just couldn't stop myself."


"You had every right to do what you
did," she told him softly.  "That's our agreement.  And it's not like
I didn't enjoy it.  I'm just not an exhibitionist."


"And yet you're sitting here almost
completely naked in broad daylight," he said, twisting her tail.


Olissa said, "That's for your
benefit."


David turned and kissed her
passionately.  She responded in kind, but they kept it brief.  When they broke
the kiss, David smiled at her.


"Thank you for that, too." 
After a moment, he said, "You don't have to call me Master, ever. 
I hope you know that..."


"I know," she said, running her
hand along his cheek.  "But you started it," she said with an impish
little grin.  "And I actually kinda liked calling you Master.  It was fun."


"Hmm," David said, giving her a
soft kiss.  "We should get going," David said.  "Or, at least,
you should get dressed... unless you want me to make you have sex in public
again."


Olissa kissed him again, but then she
said, "I'd do it if you asked, but I really need to pee."


David laughed, and let her go so she
could get dressed.  In short order, they were sailing off across the Sea of
Light, to find a somewhat more private spot for Olissa's pit stop.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David and Olissa, despite camping out
within walking distance of the temple, were not the first in line at Yanchilu,
the Temple of the Earth.  The line proceeded slowly down a grassy avenue lined
with tall trees.  The avenue seemed to turn ahead of them, blocking their view
of the temple itself.


Once they had made their donation and
entered the temple proper, they continued down the grassy avenue, making one
sharp turn, and then another turn back, and there before them was the Temple of
the Earth.  It sat in a depression, giving them a clear overview of the entire
temple grounds.


Yanchilu was a giant garden.  It seemed
to cover acres and acres of land.  Off to the right was a rocky area that
descended, so that they couldn't see where it went.  To the far left were
orchards of various fruit trees.  Straight ahead were more plants than they
could begin to take in, arranged neatly in beds and rows, with walkways of
grass between them.


Most striking, however, was the tree that
sat directly opposite them, at the far side of the garden.  The tree was
enormous; it was far larger than anything David had ever heard of existing.  It
looked as if the trunk of the tree was at least 75 feet across, and he couldn't
begin to estimate its height, though he would not have been at all surprised to
find it was over 500 feet tall.


"Where do we start?" David
asked Olissa.


Olissa shrugged.  "Why don't we just
start on the left, and make our way across?"


"Sounds good.  Try not to eat all
the fruit, Jailla.  It'll make you sick."


Jailla nipped David on the ear in
response.


"Ow!  You bastard," he said
with a chuckle.


-----


When they had reached the halfway point
of their wandering through the temple, David and Olissa found themselves in
front of the gigantic tree.  They found that, within its base sat a small place
of worship.  The chapel sat in a natural nook within the base of the tree, with
only a few benches, a small altar, and magical lighting.  It made sense that
they would not want any fire here, no matter how small.


David and Olissa sat quietly on one of
the benches, looking around at the chapel itself, and then turning to look out
over the gardens again.  When they felt rested, they decided it was time to
move on, to see the rest of the garden.  As they left the tree, David looked
up, but he couldn't even begin to make out the top of the tree through its
thick upper branches.


-----


Having seen all of the temple except one
part, David and Olissa descended into the rocky area that had been blocked from
their view in the beginning.  Once they'd reached the bottom, they passed
through a short passage that led to an area with many paths leading from it. 
An acolyte stood, waiting for them.


"Have you come for the baths?"
She asked.


"Baths?" David queried in
reply.


"These are the Yanchilu mud baths. 
It is a very relaxing immersion in an elixir of water, soil, herbs, and
aromatic plants.  We believe it helps us connect to the earth.  It also,"
she said as an aside to Olissa, "is great for the skin."


Olissa smiled.


David said to Olissa, "I'm game if
you are..."


Olissa nodded.


"Okay," David said.  "Lead
us to your mud."


The acolyte grinned.  "Would you
prefer separate baths, or a couples bath?"


"Couples, please," Olissa said
immediately.  David did not argue.


"This way."  The woman led them
through another short passage, which took two sharp turns, to again obstruct
any view from outside.  They emerged in a small room, still open to the sky,
which had a waterfall opposite them.  In the middle of the room was a pool full
of brown liquid.  This was clearly the bath.


"I will leave you in privacy.  You
may place your clothes on these ledges," she said, motioning to the wall,
where small shelves had been made in the rock.  "Stay as long as you
like.  When you are finished in the mud bath, use the falling water to rinse
yourself.  The towels are in the covered basket.  Please relax and enjoy."


As the acolyte left, David started to
disrobe.  Olissa was a little slower, but she removed all of her clothes, as well. 
When they were naked, they walked over to the pool.  David helped Olissa down
in, and then he slipped in himself, settling down beside her, but not
touching.  The whole point was to let the mud surround you completely, after
all.


The two talked about their experience so
far as they simply relaxed in the mud.  After a while, they ran out of things
to say, and so they each simply closed their eyes and enjoyed the sensation
which, despite being mud, felt quite pleasant.  The mixture was warm, and fragrant,
smelling of lavender and other things David could not identify, but enjoyed,
anyway.


Finally, after some indeterminate time,
they decided to climb out of their bath.  Both of them were now a uniform light
brown color, as the muddy mix clung to their bodies.  They stepped over into
the waterfall, which was not as cold as they had feared.


Olissa turned David around and ran her
hands over his back, making sure to get all of the mud off him.  When she was
done, he returned the favor.  Then she turned and embraced him while the water
washed over them.  They kissed tenderly for a long moment.


Once they had cleaned, dried, and
redressed, they left the mud baths, thanking the acolyte.  It had been a very
pleasant experience, and David felt cleaner, somehow, for having done it.


Having seen the entire temple now, the
two made their way back to the entrance, called their familiars to their sides,
and headed out.


"Which temple is next?" Olissa
asked.


"Modokaya, the temple of fire,"
David said.  "We'll drive up there today, and we'll see the temple
tomorrow morning."


Olissa nodded, wrapped her arm around
David's waist, and they walked back to the glidecar for the next leg of their
trip.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


The Temple of the Fires was the first one
David and Olissa had encountered without a line to get in.  They walked right
up to the entrance, paid their donation, and stepped inside.  They could feel
the heat rising as they walked, which only made sense, as Modokaya was very
close to an active volcano.  David wondered how safe that was, but figured they
had to have some way to know if the volcano was going to erupt, and so tried
not to think about it.


The entire temple was underground, in a
complex of caverns.  Jailla refused to enter the temple, and so they left him
to watch over the car.  The rest walked down a wide passage, to enter the
central core of the temple, from which they could choose several directions in
which to go.


"Left to right again?" David
asked.


"Let's do right to left, just to be
different," Olissa said.


David chuckled, and they headed off to
the right-most tunnel.  When they entered the cavern, two acolytes, who stood
on either side of the entrance, blew huge flames over their head.  The heat
that came off that fire told David it was real, not magical.  How they had
spewed fire straight from their mouths, he wasn't quite sure.


Within this cavern were several
performers.  It reminded David strongly of his Litha Festival experience in
Senesty.  One man was juggling balls of fire.  Another twirled a staff of
fire.  Two women were swallowing fire.  In the middle of the room, six
performers appeared to be playing a game of hackysack, using a ball of fire
instead of a beanbag.


They walked slowly through the cavern,
spending time at each performance, just watching them, until they had made a
complete circuit of the room.  Then they walked back out into the central core,
to enter the next tunnel.


Once they were inside the next cavern,
which was much smaller than the first, all they saw before them was a circular
pit full of stones, with a dull red glow beneath them.  An acolyte stood to one
side.  They stepped over to him.


"What's supposed to happen
here?" David asked politely.


The acolyte replied, "You may, if
you wish, walk across the stones.  Some people see this as a form of
meditation.  Others see it as a test of bravery.  Still others feel as if the
tivaru will only listen to pilgrims dedicated enough to make the trip across
the fire."


David nodded.  "Are there rules for
how to walk across?"


"Only that you must be
barefoot."


"Any... advice?"


The acolyte smiled.  "Do not stomp
your feet.  Walk gently.  Speed is a detriment, not an aid."


"Thank you."


"Of course."


David and Olissa stepped back to the pit,
which had to be twenty feet across.


"I think I'm going to have to pass
on this one," Olissa said.


"Aw," David replied. 
"Chicken," he told her with a grin.


"Bwok bwok!" she replied. 
David laughed.


David took off his boots and his socks,
and rolled up his pants legs, just to be safe.  He took off his coat and handed
it to Olissa, and then he faced the bed of hot stones.  He closed his eyes,
using his meditation techniques to center his thoughts.  He kind of wished he
had a pixie stick right about now.


Taking a deep breath, David stepped out
onto the stones.  He settled his foot lightly and carefully, shifting his
weight onto it slowly before moving his other foot.  The heat was extreme, but
he didn't yet feel any burning sensation.  He took another step, moving just as
cautiously, then another.


As David got closer to the center of the
pit, the heat seemed to intensify.  His feet were sweating, and steam rose when
the drops of sweat hit the rocks.  He was very tempted to hurry, but kept the
acolyte's advice in the front of his mind.  He forced himself to step slowly
and gently.


Soon, David was past the center of the
pit, and making his way out.  He could feel the relative coolness of the edge
rocks, and breathed a sigh of relief.  Once he'd stepped off the other side,
Olissa applauded him.  He considered walking back across the stones to get back
to her, but in truth, his feet were already a bit uncomfortable.  He walked
around the edge of the pit, instead.


"How are your feet?" she asked.


"Toasty," he replied, and she
grinned.


After David got redressed, they exited
the cavern.


The next tunnel for them to take was the
widest, at least twice the size of the other tunnels, and it headed somewhat
downward.  They walked down, and as they entered, they had to squint to endure
the light.  Before them, in the center of the cavern, was a ten-foot-wide,
fifty-foot-tall pillar of flame.  It spun and twisted within its column, rising
from a huge bonfire, set in a deep pit in the middle of the room.  Around the
pillar were benches, and there was what appeared to be an altar near the edge
of the fire itself.  This was apparently the central worship area for Modokaya.


Around the edges of the room, completely
unnecessary for lighting, were torches set every ten feet or so.  David and
Olissa walked around the edge of the room, with Bispy trying to keep in their
shadow.


"What's the matter?" David
finally asked the dragon.


"Too bright," Bispy told him,
his eyes nearly closed, and his pupils as small as they could be.


"We won't stay here long,
then," David told him.  The dragon nodded.


When they had walked halfway around the
room, they found another tunnel, which led even deeper, and further downward. 
There was an acolyte standing directly in front of it, blocking the way.


David stepped up to him, and the acolyte
asked, "Do you have an appointment?"


David shook his head.  "I don't even
know what's down there.  Appointment for what?"


"Down this passage is the Demonic Chapel. 
Worship there is by appointment only, as we must make preparations to receive
the pilgrims."


"People worship the devil here,
too?" Olissa asked.


The acolyte said patiently, "Demons
are also fairies.  The tivaru must have created them, as well.  Probably to
bring a balance of some kind to the world.  Those who accept this, and wish to
honor the wisdom of the tivaru, worship below."


"Well, we don't want to
worship," David said.  "Can't we just go down and look around?"


The acolyte shook his head firmly.  "The
chapel is a very hot and uncomfortable place.  We have to have healers
standing ready whenever someone goes down there.  I'm sorry."


David shrugged.  "Okay, we'll move
along, then."


Continuing on, the three skirted the edge
of the room until they'd reached the tunnel they had initially walked down. 
Once they were walking back up that tunnel, it was clear that Bispy was much
happier.


"Well, into the last tunnel, I
guess," David said.


The three walked down a long, descending
tunnel that led them well away from the rest of the temple.  It turned several
times, until it finally deposited them in an extremely warm, dimly lit place. 
There were three acolytes standing there, waiting.


"Welcome.  Have you come for the
Vision Quest?"


"Vision Quest?" David asked.


"Inside the chamber beyond, you may
experience a vision.  The vision will show you the fieriest part of your
nature.  It may, in fact, be the darkest part of your nature.  Only proceed if
you can accept that knowledge."


David looked at Olissa.  She nodded in
acceptance.


"Bispy?" David said.


"I'll wait here," he said
firmly, settling down in an out-of-the-way corner.


"How do we proceed?" David
asked.


One of the acolytes led them over to a
changing area, so that they could don loose-fitting, thin clothing.  Once they
were properly attired, they were led down a hallway, and into a large chamber. 
The chamber was hot, by any estimate.  Around the edges of the room, one could
actually see the glow of molten lava in deep crevices.  The cavern was bathed
in an orange-red light, and David already felt lightheaded.


The acolyte motioned them to sit on soft
mats situated on the floor.


"Sit however is comfortable for
you.  We will watch you, to make sure you have no physical issues.  We will not
interrupt your vision, no matter how unpleasant it appears to be to us."


David and Olissa both nodded, and the
acolyte then handed them a drink.  "This should sustain you through the
time you are here."


Both of them took the drink, and
swallowed all of it.  The acolyte took their cups back and said, "Now,
simply close your eyes, breathe deeply and slowly, and let your mind wander
where it will.  Do not try to direct your thoughts, or you will never have a
vision."  With that, the acolyte walked away.


They each did as instructed.  David
performed one of his meditations, which was good for clearing his mind, and
then he just sat, waiting, to see what thoughts would occur to him.  His mind
wandered over his potions for a while, but then his thoughts turned of their own
accord.


The first thing David saw was part of his
past.  He saw Jenny, Larry, Sam, and Paul, the people who had caused his
death.  He watched himself getting his revenge on them.  He worried, briefly,
if he had gone too far with them.  Though they had killed him, in a sense, his
life since then had not exactly been horrid.


The vision moved on, then.  It showed him
his final fight with Marcus Savolar, but here, the vision began to differ from
the truth.  In his vision, he did not stop beating Marcus.  By the time the
vision moved on, Marcus was a bloody, writhing mess on the ground.


Next, the vision showed Keith, Olissa's
boyfriend from last year's Halloween fiasco.  David watched as his vision-self
tore Keith apart, almost literally.  By the time the vision changed scenes,
David had seen exposed bones in Keith's body.


Finally, the vision showed him Prof.
Delquin Quayde.  David watched in horror as his vision-self cursed Prof.
Quayde, turning him into some kind of dog-like creature, unable to ever be considered
human again.


David jolted as his vision ended.  He was
breathing hard, trying to recover from what he'd seen.  Olissa was kneeling on
her mat, watching him in concern.


"Was it that bad?" she asked
worriedly.


"It wasn't pleasant," he
confirmed.  "How about yours?"


"I... I'd rather not talk about
mine," she said quietly.


David nodded.  The two of them rose and
headed out of the room.  They changed into their regular clothes, thanked the
acolytes, and headed back up.


"I'm glad this was the last part of
the temple," Olissa said.


"Why?" David asked.


"Because I really want to leave
now."


David just nodded, and then he took her
hand, and they left Modokaya behind.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"It looks like a big set of
crystals," Olissa said.  They were standing in front of Keluyaroho, the
Temple of the Spirit.  It rose some eighty feet into the air, and was at least
two hundred feet across.  It was made from shades of off-white crystal, which
looked like quartz.  The building was surrounded by a grove of trees, and a
stone walkway led up to the entrance.


Bispy had expressed a desire to be left
out of this particular visit, so they left him to guard the glidecar.  Jailla was
much happier with this location, however.  They gave a donation at the door,
and entered the atrium of the building, which was a soaring room, its ceiling
was the roof of the building itself, and the natural light filtered in.  A
light scent of burning incense filled the room.


Several people wandered through the
atrium, many staring up at the ceiling, others talking in whispers to each
other.  David had the sudden urge to scream at the top of his voice, but
resisted.


There was only one exit from the atrium
to the interior of the building, and so they walked down the corridor.  They
stepped into one room, which was filled with a diffuse and changing light.  It
reminded David very strongly of their visit to the Sea of Light.  They sat down
on one of the benches, and simply stared at it for long moments.


Finally, when they had grown tired of the
display, they moved back into the hallway.  A little further down, on the other
side of the hall, they entered a room of total darkness.  An acolyte, who they
could not see, said to them, "Welcome.  Nothing in here will harm you. 
Please wander the room carefully, and let your mind conjure what it may."


Olissa took David's hand, and he held on
to her.  They walked around the room slowly and tentatively.  Around the middle
of their walk, David felt Jailla's claws dig into his shoulder.  The bird, too,
was a bit unsettled by the experience.  Distant sounds, unidentifiable and low,
arrived at their ears.  They regularly bumped into soft objects, which seemed
to roll away at the first touch, right after sending their hearts into their
throats.  A cool wind blew through from time to time, bringing with it the
scent of incense.


David's mind was a jumble.  This room was
disorienting and unpleasant, and he wondered why anyone would ever come in here
twice.  Finally, they reached the exit to the room, which was further down the
hallway they had come in from.


As they left the dark room, there was an
acolyte standing at the door.  She said, "Your mind is now properly
prepared to take The Walk, if you so desire."


"The Walk?" Olissa asked.


The acolyte motioned to a room directly
across from where they stood.  "Within is a magic, eternal walkway.  If
you step upon it, and walk long enough, with a clear, but confused, mind, you may
see a vision of your highest calling in life.  The Black Room was to prepare
you for The Walk, to confuse your senses and your logic.  If you go on The
Walk, do not try to reason or rationalize what you are seeing.  Just... see
it."


"We've done all the other
stuff," Olissa said when David looked at her.  "Might as well do
this."


"Do we go in one at a time,
or..."


The acolyte said, "Many may walk at
the same time, but you cannot walk together.  You must walk alone."


David nodded.  They entered the room,
which was very large, with a high ceiling.  In front of them, they saw several
people walking along the strangest walkway they had ever seen.  It was
suspended in the middle of the room, supported from the wall by huge crystal
arms, and it was in the shape of an infinity symbol.  Weirder than that, David
could see the half-twist in the path that turned this from a regular infinity
symbol, into a moebius strip: a path with only one side.  The path obviously
kept people on its surface magically, as even now they could see two people
walking on it, upside-down.


Jailla flew off and alit on a provided
perch.  David and Olissa climbed the stairs that led to a platform at the
center of the path, and then they stepped onto the platform.  It was clear that
people were walking in both directions, and so David and Olissa chose to split
up.  David went right, and Olissa went left.


David's mind was quickly absorbed with
what he was doing.  He slowed his breathing as he walked, and his eyes simply
made sure he stayed on the path.  He made one full circuit of the path - or was
it two full circuits?  It depended on how you thought of it - before anything
happened.  Then, slowly, a vision came into his mind.


David was not overly surprised by the
first portions of his vision, which showed him things that made perfect sense,
given what he knew about himself.  The second half of his vision, however,
seemed utterly unintelligible.  He couldn't have even described the imagery he
saw to someone else.


Finally, after a long time, David's
vision ended.  He walked until he had reached the platform again, and then
stepped off the path.  Olissa was already waiting for him, and she looked very
troubled.


"What's wrong?" he asked her.


Olissa just shook her head.  She took
David's hand as they walked down the stairs.  Jailla rejoined them as they left
the room, turning to their right to continue down the hallway.  They finally
reached a massive room, very church-like in its arrangement.  There were many
benches for people to sit on, all facing toward a raised area, where sat a
crystal melodium, like the one Olissa had played at the Nagyara Festival.  The
raised area also held an altar, and was backlit by more of the diffuse,
shifting light that seemed to be the hallmark of the Temple of the Spirit. 
Sitting on the raised area were two large black cats.  David recognized them as
Shadow Cats, the guardians of the temples.  He had seen one or two of them at
the other temples, but not nearly so close to him.


David and Olissa sat down on one of the
benches, but they didn't say anything to each other.  Both of them were
absorbed in their thoughts.


Suddenly, someone who seemed a bit more
important than an acolyte appeared, and sat down on the bench in front of them,
facing toward them instead of facing forward.


"Good morning," the woman said.


David snapped out of his thoughts
quickly.  "Oh, hello... wait, I know you, don't I?"


"My name is Serena.  I am the head
priestess of this temple, and the Guardian of the Spirit."


"Right, I remember now," David
said.  "You brought the Shadow Cat to Woodward, for the familiarization
seminar."


"Yes.  And you are the young man
whom Arasmir commented to me about."


"You can speak with the Shadow
Cats?"


"Although I have one true familiar,
the Shadow Cats converse with all of the priestesses."


David nodded.  "Can I ask what he
said about me?"


Serena smiled.  "You can ask, but I
won't tell you."


David grinned at her.


Serena turned to Olissa.  "You seem
very troubled.  I am told you just left The Walk.  Did you see something
upsetting?"


"Sort of," Olissa said.  She
hesitated, and then, turning to David, she asked very timidly, "Could you
give us a minute?"


David arched his eyebrows, but nodded. 
"Okay.  I'll go further up front."


"Don't be startled if the cats come
down to say hello," Serena told him.  "They won't hurt you."


David nodded again, and then walked off. 
They waited until he was out of earshot.


"Now then," Serena asked
Olissa, "What has you so unnerved?"


"Well, we have been visiting all of
the temples.  The last one we went to was Modokaya.  We each went on a vision
quest there.  Then we did The Walk here."


"I understand..." Serena said,
prompting her to continue.


"I am disturbed because I saw the
same vision in both places.  How can my darkest nature, also be my highest
calling?"


Serena nodded in understanding.  She
reached out and put a hand on Olissa's arm.  "You are afraid of your
future, that your intended path is somehow evil?"


"Something like that.  I mean, it
didn't show me as a mass murderer, or anything, but..."


Serena nodded again.  "But it seems
a contradiction.  What you have to remember is that the Modokaya vision quest
shows you the part of your nature which most wishes to be expressed.  It is often
our darkest nature, because we tend to deny that portion of ourselves, and so
it gets pushed down, making it wish for release.  However, it is not always the
case.  Sometimes, we deny something else about ourselves, or we don't even know
it about ourselves.  What would you consider your true darkest nature?"


Olissa didn't take long to consider. 
"That I hate who I am."


Serena did not show surprise.  "And
you don't deny this to yourself."


Olissa shook her head.  "I even
tried to be someone else for a while last year.  It ended very badly."


"If that is truly your darkest
nature, and you have already expressed it, as you clearly have, then it would
not appear to you at Modokaya.  Something else would.  Something you may not
have known about yourself.


"The vision here, on The Walk, is
more future-divinatory in nature.  It shows you what may be - it cannot be
clearer than that - your best path through life."


"Best by what standard,
though?" Olissa asked.


"Ah, there is always that question. 
And it often depends on just what you've seen.  Can you tell me what you
saw?"


Olissa, after a long hesitation, told
her.


"I see," Serena said.  "I
am unclear as to what 'best' might mean in this case.  Your vision involves
more than just yourself.  It might be that this is the path that makes you
happy.  It might also be that this is the path that serves a larger, more
important, goal.  I cannot say."


"Should I follow this path, or fight
it?" Olissa asked.


"I can't advise you.  Only you can
make that decision.  Is what you've seen even possible?"


"I think so."


"Then you have to decide whether to
pursue it or not.  I'm sorry that I have no further advice for you."


"That's okay.  Thank you for your
time.  At least I understand a little better now."


Serena nodded, and then she slowly rose
from her seat.  She looked up to see David petting one of the Shadow Cats.  She
smiled at that, and then headed for a side door out of the chapel.


Olissa went up to join David.


"All done?" he asked.  She
nodded.  A bit hesitantly, she reached out and stroked the Shadow Cat's fur.


"I guess we can go, then,"
David said.  "We've seen the entire temple."


As they were walking out of the temple,
Olissa asked, "You're not going to ask what I talked to Serena
about?"


David replied, "I figure if you
wanted me to know about it, you wouldn't have asked for privacy in the first
place.  If you want to tell me, I'm all ears.  Otherwise, it's none of my
business."


Olissa gave him an odd, indecipherable
look for a moment, but kept her peace as they headed out of the temple and
returned to the glidecar.


"It's going to take a couple days to
reach Yamajilu," David told her.  "Maybe we should find an inn
somewhere along the way, just so we can clean up more properly than bathing in
a river or lake."


"Or temple waterfall," Olissa
added with a grin.


"Yeah, or that."  He got the
car in motion, then he gently pulled her against him.  She came readily, still
a bit confused about her visions, but willing to accept the comfort he
provided.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David and Olissa spent two days traveling
across Mirelia, to reach the eastern border, which was where Yamajilu, the
Temple of the Waters, was located.  They had stopped several times along the
way, to see the sights, and once to have sex under a solo tree in the middle of
nowhere.


They reached Yamajilu the day before, and
had camped in the car, so that they could join the line to get into Yamajilu
early.  David had a sense that most of the people at this temple were
Callamandians.  It was by far the closest temple to a border, and David figured
those who wanted to see "a temple" would choose to go to this one. 
When they made it to the front of the line, he gave his donation, and they were
motioned onward.


The temple entrance was a long walkway
between two walls of falling water.  The walkway was filled with fog,
preventing visitors from seeing more than ten feet in front of themselves. 
Olissa took David's hand, and they walked slowly, until the falling water walls
ended, and the mist thinned out, revealing the temple before them.


The temple was a set of lakes, sitting in
an area surrounded by massive trees.  A river ran into the largest of the lakes
from the left, and after passing through all the various other lakes and ponds,
it exited off to their right.


Directly ahead of them, on either side of
the walkway, were two small fountain pools.  The fountains were abstract shapes
that had no meaning to David or Olissa, but were beautiful, nonetheless.  They
walked ahead, just enjoying the surroundings.  The walkway ended just past the
fountains, and they were deposited onto lush grass, which filled the temple
area.


Jailla and Bispy winged off, to get some
exercise after spending two days traveling in the car.  David and Olissa walked
around slowly.  Eventually, they just sat down on the grass, to stare out
across the lake.  There was a dome in the middle of the lake, and they figured
that was the central worship area for this temple.  They would go and see it
eventually, but right now, they just wanted to relax in this very tranquil
setting.  Even the children playing with their small boats in the nearby pond
were not disturbing the scene.


"Are you okay?" David finally
asked.


Olissa was startled.  "Why do you
ask?"


"You've seemed to be a bit troubled
since we left Keluyaroho.  I don't want to ask what you saw, but... are you
okay?  Is there anything you would like to talk about?"


Olissa leaned against him.  "I'm
struggling a bit with the visions I saw.  I'm sorry, but I really would rather
not talk about them."


"That's okay.  I just thought I'd
ask."


"Thank you.  For asking, and
for not pressing."


"Come on, let's go see the rest of
the temple."


The two rose, and then wandered off. 
They skirted the children at the pond, and then fed some ducks on another
pond.  They watched the dragonflies and the kingfishers swooping, each
searching for their various prey.


Finally, they headed for the dock, which
held various craft for getting to the central worship area.


"So... rowboat, paddle boat, or
surfboard?" David asked with a grin.


"I think we'd be safest in a paddle
boat," she replied.


They climbed into an available one, and
pedaled out across the lake.  The trip didn't take too long, and they docked
safely at the worship area.


Before them was a dome, which appeared to
have water running down its surface.  The entranceway, which was directly in
front of the dock, was a pointed arch of stone.  When they entered through the
arch, they saw a huge column in the center of the dome.  That's when they
realized that the dome wasn't covered in water, but it was, in fact, made
of water.  The central column was a huge fountain, which plumed outward at
a height of at least a hundred feet.  The water, obviously enchanted, flowed
evenly in every direction, forming a semi-transparent, shimmering dome of water
over the lake.


The worship area had no floor, as such. 
There were walkways, to allow people to reach benches on which they could sit. 
The center of the dome, immediately around the fountain, held a stage area. 
David wondered how the priestess would speak to people surrounding her in every
direction, but figured there was probably some kind of illusion involved. 
There was nothing visible on the stage right now.


They chose not to sit down this time, but
instead, David and Olissa wandered around the area, taking in everything they
could see.  They even stepped up onto the stage, though hesitantly, lest it was
a taboo thing to do.  No one seemed to be jarred by it, however.


While standing up on the stage, they
noticed a descending staircase off to their left.


"How can stairs go down?"
David asked.


Olissa shrugged.


The two stepped off the stage, and then
they walked over.  There was no barrier or sign blocking the stairs, so they
decided to go ahead and descend.  As they did, they realized that they were
walking down a spiral stair surrounded by clear walls.  They could see into the
lake.  There were many fish swimming by, making for a beautiful display.


When they reached the bottom of the
stairs, they were in a large, clear dome.  They could look up and see the
worship area above them, the central fountain slightly off to their right.


An acolyte approached them.  "Have
you come for an immersion session?"


David cocked his head.  "A
what?"


"You can see one going on now, just
there," the acolyte said, pointing.  "You float near the bottom of
the lake, where there is no current.  The water is warm, because it is heated
by the sun.  Of course, you are magically given air to breathe, and kept in
position, so you are safe.  If you allow your mind to relax, many have had
visions concerning their talents and skills."


David looked carefully at Olissa.  She
winced.  "I think I've had enough visions for a while," she admitted
to David.  He nodded.


"I think we'll just enjoy the view,
thank you," David told the acolyte, who nodded, and then moved off.


The two stood together for a long time,
just watching the fish go by, before they finally ascended the stairs back to
the worship area.


"This seems like the smallest temple
of all of them," Olissa said.


"Yeah.  I wonder if we're missing
most of it somewhere."


"We could ask someone..."


"If you want to," David agreed.


Olissa was quiet for a moment, then she
said, "Really, I think I've had enough of temples.  Where are we going
from here?"


"To Gwen's house to visit for a few
days."


"Did you already tell them we were
coming?"


"Yeah."


"Okay, then... let's just do that. 
I think I need time to absorb all of this."


David leaned in and kissed her softly,
and she accepted that gladly.  After they separated, they walked out of the
chapel, went back across the lake, and left the temple.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"You seem nervous," David
said.  Ellie was fidgeting, shifting back and forth on her feet.  Anne was
calm, and Gwen and Olissa were both positively bored.  They were all waiting on
the school carriage to arrive.


"I am nervous," she
admitted.  "Ad school was no big deal, but this... the only people I know
who are going to Woodward are you and my sisters."


"And Olissa," David said.


"Well, yeah, I know her now, I
guess."  Lowering her voice, Ellie asked, "Is she your
girlfriend?"


"My relationship with Olissa is even
more complicated than my one with Prof. Stott.  I don't have a girlfriend, as
such."


Ellie nodded.  David put his hand lightly
on her shoulder, to show support.  At that point, Mrs. Hasterscant pointed to
the sky, indicating that the carriage was arriving.  All of the other students
got their things together and began to form a line.  Mrs. Hasterscant hugged
each of her children, admonishing them to do their best.  When she got to
David, she also hugged him, and gave him a surreptitious kiss on the cheek.


"I'd like you to come stay with us
for Yuletide," she told him.


David was surprised, and his expression
showed it.


"I know you can stay at the
school, but you're such a good friend of the family, it'd be nice to have you
over for a long holiday."


"Okay.  Barring any weird
happenings, I'll be there.  Of course, my life seems to be nothing but
weird happenings, so..."  David shrugged with a smirk.


Denise laughed at him.  "Okay.  See
you in a few months."


As Mrs. Hasterscant walked away, the
carriage driver approached David.  "Are you David Stroud?"


David nodded, and the driver let out a
breath.  "Dean Lengel said to look for the really pale man with brown
hair.  I'd hoped it was you."


David chuckled, and Olissa, who was
nearby, giggled.


The driver handed something to David. 
David turned it over in his hands.  It was a round metal badge.  The center of
it was the Woodward Academy insignia.  Around the edge of the badge were the
words "Information Officer".  The badge was silver, but the lettering
and some of the central insignia bore black enamel.


"I'm supposed to wear this?"
David asked.  The driver nodded.


As David pinned his badge to his coat's
lapel, the driver escorted him over to the carriage.  "It's your job to
take the tickets, so that we make sure only students get aboard.  Of course,
you get to answer any questions they may have, as well.  On the bright side,
you get to eat free from the snack counter."


David chuckled.  "Is there an
itinerary, so I know where we are?"


"Already on your desk."


David nodded, and the driver moved off,
to start loading luggage.


David shrugged, opened the carriage door,
and motioned for Olissa, who was at the head of the line, to hand him her
ticket and board.  The process was thankfully straightforward, and soon all of
the Bellamy students were on board and seated.  David went over and helped the
driver finish loading the luggage.


"Thanks.  This isn't actually part
of your job," the driver told him.


"Yeah, but the faster you get this
done, the sooner we get back to school."


The driver nodded as he pushed the last
piece of luggage into the compartment.  He thanked David and motioned him
inside, so that he could close the carriage door.


David went up front and took his seat at
the information desk.  He looked down to check the itinerary, then looked up
and spoke.


"Okay, folks, welcome to the
Woodward Academy school carriage.  We'll be making several stops before
reaching school, which we should do in about twelve hours or so.  If you have
any questions, feel free to ask.  It would be a good idea to wait until after
we've taken flight, however, as trying to move around during transition is
tricky."


As David was speaking, the carriage
started to move.  In just a minute, the carriage jolted, and tilted, as they
left the ground.  In short order, they were at altitude, traveling southeast.


It wasn't long before a student came
forward to ask a question.


"Will we make it to school in time
for dinner?" she asked.


David smiled at her.  "There is a
feast planned for this evening, and yes, it will wait until we arrive."


"Oh, good.  What about during the
trip?  Will we stop for meals?"


"No, but you can order from the
snack counter.  She has sandwiches and plenty of hot items that you can
eat."


The girl nodded, and moved off.  David
leaned back - the chair he was in reclined - and stared out the window,
watching the world pass by.


-----


The trip back to school was mostly
uneventful.  David collected tickets, helped load luggage, and answered several
questions.  It was a very easy assignment.  His real responsibility began as
the carriage landed just outside the school grounds.  As the carriage came to a
stop, David rose from his chair and moved in front of the door.


"All first years, please step to the
door.  If you're not a first year student, please wait until the first years
have disembarked."


An older student pushed to the front of
the line, shoving several first year students aside.


"I don't take orders from
slime," he said disdainfully.


As the man reached the front of the line,
David put his hand out.  The man tried to push past it, but found himself
confronted by a solid wall.


"Who the hell do you think you
are?" the guy demanded.  David recognized him as the one who had severely
insulted the centaur and her foal in their first year.


"I'm the Information Officer, in
charge of this carriage.  If you don't like that, you can take it up with Dean
Lengel.  Move aside.  Now."


"Or what?" he challenged.


David pulled out his wand. 
"Reteni!" he snapped, and a tendril of magical energy encased the
man, whose name was Aaron.  David flicked his wand sideways, and Aaron went
flying into the carriage wall, pinned there and held by the hex.


"Ladies and gentlemen," David
said, raising his voice, "Let me introduce to you Aaron Tisdell, for the
last three years, the second-biggest asshat at The Woodward Academy.  With the
departure last year of his good buddy Marcus, he was promoted to School's
Biggest Asshat."  The first-year students laughed while Aaron glared.


Turning to Aaron, David said quietly,
"Unless you'd like another demonstration of how hard I can hit, you will
stand there, silently, until the new students have gotten off the
carriage.  I have a job to do, and you are interfering with it."


David released the hex, and, while Aaron
did flex a little, he kept his mouth shut as David ushered the first year
students outside.


David led the students to the entrance,
then he said, "Please divide up into the appropriate lines, based on your
last name.  You will receive your dorm assignment and another school map, along
with some additional material, from the folks at the tables.  Your belongings
will be transferred to your dorm rooms for you.  The feast begins in about an
hour.  Move along, and welcome to the Academy."


-----


The driver informed David that he should
report to Dean Lengel once his duties were completed, and so David made his way
up to Beckett Hall.  He found the dean just leaving.


"Oh, hello, David.  How was the
trip?" she asked, motioning him to walk with her toward the dining hall.


"Fine, mostly.  You'll probably be
receiving a complaint from Aaron Tisdell."


"Oh?  What happened?"


David explained the incident to her.  She
frowned at first, until he got to the part about his announcement, when she
chuckled.     


"What is an asshat?" she
asked.


David grinned.  "It's just another
word for idiot, but more demeaning."


"Ah.  Well, if he tries to complain,
I'll remind him that, by ignoring your authority during an official school
function, he was essentially ignoring my authority, since I'm the one
who gave you the job.  I think that will calm him down effectively."


David shrugged.  "I didn't really know
how else to deal with him... well, other than punching him in the jaw again,
but I didn't figure that would look good in front of the Novices."


"Probably not.  You're not going to
call them Wand Wavers, like everyone else does?"


"I see no reason to be
insulting," David said.


"That's why I wanted you as
Information Officer," she told him.


"Speaking of that," David said,
taking his badge out of his pocket.  He'd taken it off on the walk up to
Beckett Hall.  "Do I give this back to you?"


"Quitting on me already?" she
asked.  She grinned as David looked befuddled.  "I must confess, David, I
kind of tricked you.  You see, the Information Officer isn't a job just for the
carriage ride."


"What do you mean?"


"I mean that, as Information
Officer, you're responsible for helping out the first years all year long. 
That's why we even bothered with a badge.  It's hardly needed during the
carriage ride, but it helps identify you on campus, so they can more easily
find you."


"Well, what am I supposed to do, help
them with their homework?"


Dean Lengel chuckled.  "No.  Just
answer questions about the school.  Help them find their way if they're lost,
answer the kinds of questions they might have asked at orientation, but forgot
to do so, or whatever.  I'll admit, you'll also be called upon to help during
things like orientation, and we may ask you to oversee some activities.  We try
not to let it interfere with your studies."


"Sounds like an important job."


"It is."


"Did you actually want me for this,
or was I just the only one on the list who was available?"


Dean Lengel looked at him very
seriously.  "David... you were the list."


"Oh."


The two chatted more as they made their
way to Byron Hall.  When they got inside, David took his leave from the dean,
and found his way to his usual table with his friends.  He said hello to Simon
and Heath, and then sat down, looking around.


"Where's Jim?"


Gwen just pointed.  Jim was sitting
several tables away, chatting amicably with Sherry.  It looked as if they were
quite chummy.


"Apparently they're going
together," Simon said.  "He said he'd be sitting with her from now
on."


David shrugged.  "So how was your
summer?"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


As David walked across the terrace with
Ellie, a voice behind them said, "Excuse me, David?"


David turned around.  The questioner was
a cute girl, obviously frazzled.


"Yes?" he asked.


"I'm completely lost.  I've lost my
map, I have no idea where my dorm is, and I'm trying to get to Beckett Hall!  I
don't really know what to do!"


David tried not to laugh at the girl.  He
remembered how confusing the school was, three years before.


"Okay, is your map back in your dorm
room?"


"I don't know.  I thought I had it
with me, but I can't find it."


David nodded.  He waved his hand in a
specific way, and into it popped a rolled up parchment.  Both Ellie and the
girl jumped in surprise.  David ignored that.


Unrolling the parchment, which was
another copy of the school map, David said, "Okay, we're here, at the
blinking dot.  The ocean is that way," he said, pointing, "and so the
map goes like this.  Griffin Dorm is over there," he said, pointing again,
"and Beckett Hall is up that way.  The nearest rock lift is there."


The girl breathed a huge sigh of relief. 
"God, thank you!  I was about ready to panic!"


David smiled at her.  "Just
remember, the school's a big circle.  Walk long enough, and you will see the
whole thing.  Either that, or you'll fall into a moat.  Here, take this,"
he said, handing her the map.


"Don't you need it?" she asked.


"Well, no, I don't anymore,
really... but I have several more copies, anyway."


"Oh.  Okay.  Thanks!"


As the girl moved off, David turned back
to Ellie, and they continued their walk across the terrace.  They had spent the
morning getting Ellie's registration completed, and they were now going to
lunch.


"Not afraid to be seen eating with a
first-year?" she asked.


David snorted.  "Anyone who wants to
give me grief has a lot better ammunition than that."


As they entered the dining hall, Ellie
said, "How are you liking your new job?"


"The pay sucks," he said with a
grin.  "But it's all right.  I hope the number of questions dies down
after a few weeks, though."


"I'm sure it will.  By the way,
thanks for your help this morning.  I'd probably have been as lost as that last
girl was!"


David chuckled.  "No problem.  It's
not like I had anything else to do, anyway."


"Well, I'm glad you were here for
me."


"Why wasn't Gwen helping you?  I
kind of understand Anne not doing it, but Gwen..."


"Is busy.  I gather she's made first
string on the baxayr team this year, and they are apparently starting practice
early."


"Oh.  I didn't know that.  Damn.  As
Information Officer, I'm probably going to have to keep up with that kind of
thing now."


"Probably."


When the pixie popped in to ask for their
order, Ellie jumped.  Despite having been introduced to them the night before,
she was still startled.  David chuckled, and then he placed his own order.


"I'll never get used to that,"
Ellie said.


"You probably shouldn't.  It's not
exactly how waitresses work in Earth."


"Speaking of weird things... how did
you make that map appear in your hand?"


"It's conjuring.  It's not something
you need to worry about, unless you change your plans.  They won't even let you
take it until your third year."


"Still trying to talk me out of
going to Earth, huh?"


David shook his head.  "I'm not
trying to talk you out of anything.  You asked the question.  Look, since you
brought it up, why do you want to go to Earth?"


"It looks like a more interesting
place to live.  People there seem to be pushing for progress, change. 
Dugerrans... maybe you haven't noticed, but things change very slowly around
here."


"Oh, I don't know.  I just bought a
brand new glidecar.  I hear they haven't even started building them here in
Callamandia yet."  He had found a storage facility in Bellamy to keep his
in.  He would eventually find a place closer to the school, but he'd been in a
bit of a hurry.


"Well, yeah.  The SkyRider magic was
invented about fifteen years ago.  The SkyRiders didn't become popular for
another ten, and now the glidecars have come along.  Years!  In Earth, things
seem like they move a lot faster."


David couldn't really argue with that. 
"So you want a fast-paced life."


"I want a life where I can expect to
die in a world different from the one I was born into.  I can't really say that
in any meaningful way about Dugerra."


"In other words, you like
change."


"Yes."


"Then Earth probably is the
right place for you to live.  So long as you don't mind having a limited use of
your magical ability.  You're not going to be able to use it openly
there."


"I know.  I watched how you and Gwen
were acting when we went to Chicago."


"Well, so long as you can learn not
to slip up, then I'd say Earth is probably where you belong.  You still haven't
said anything to your parents, have you?"


"No.  I'm not going to, David.  I
don't want the argument."


"There is unlikely to be an
argument.  I asked your mother... in a very roundabout, theoretical way... if
it would bother her if one of her kids moved to Earth.  She didn't seem to
think it would."


"Yeah, I know better, even if she
doesn't.  She'll be pissed.  And Daddy'll be very disappointed."


David shrugged.  "Will they be less
so if you spring it on them in two years?"


"No, but I won't have to deal with
it so directly for so long."


"That's... not a good way to
look at things."


"Maybe."


David, seeing that this conversation had
no good way to continue, decided to change the subject.  "So, will you be
signing up for any clubs tomorrow?"


"I don't know.  Any
suggestions?"


David snorted.  "The only one I've
found any interest in is the new riding club they just started.  Other than
that, none of them really caught my eye.  Maybe you'll have better luck."


"Let's hope."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David was walking up to the castle, with
Olissa, Gwen and Jess joining him.  They were all heading for their Civics
class.  It was their first class of the year, and they were all a bit excited. 
This particular course was a virtual requirement for citizenship; much of the
testing material, they'd been told, came from this class.


They entered in through the open castle
doors, and found their room.  David sat in the front row.  Olissa sat next to
him.  Gwen and Jess found a spot in the middle of the room, and also sat
side-by-side.  It wasn't long before the class began.


"Good morning," the professor
said.  "I am Prof. James Burke, and this is History 301, better known as
Civics.  If you're looking for History 201, it is down the hall."  No one
got up and left.


"Okay, good.  Now then.  What we're
going to cover in this class is information about how public life works here in
Callamandia.  What does that mean?  Well, we'll discuss the Callamandian
government, and how it works to pass laws and serve the people.  We'll also
talk about your role in the government, as a citizen.  For the sake of this
class, all of our discussions will simply assume that you all achieve
citizenship.  It just makes life easier.  Other things we'll discuss are your
roles in your local community, what is expected of you as a good citizen.  We
will have discussions about the type of government and society that exists in
Callamandia, its good points and its weaknesses, and if there are better ways to
handle Callamandia's unique situation.  I say unique not because there is
anything particularly odd about Callamandia itself, but because every nation's
situation is unique, and so one form of government is not, in fact, suitable to
every nation.


"Does anyone have any questions so
far?"  Prof. Burke waited a few seconds, but no hands went up. 
"Okay, then.  I'm going to pass out a syllabus.  It will show you the exam
schedule, and which chapters we'll be covering.  Your exams will compose a quarter
of your grade, as will your homework.  There will be a term paper during the
second half of the semester, which will make up a third quarter of your grade,
and your final exam will take up the remaining quarter."


Once the syllabi had been passed out,
Prof. Burke returned to the front of the room and said, "Okay, there's no
reason to hesitate, so let's get started.


"Callamandia is, as you may or may
not know, a limited parliamentary monarchy.  Now, what exactly does that mean? 
The king is still our absolute ruler.  He makes all of the important decisions
for the nation, good or bad.  However, King Frederick II, in 1602, decided he
was tired of having to deal with all the minor daily issues of governance.  At
that time, he created a King's Council.  The Council has one member from each
region of the kingdom, elected by the people who live in that region.  They
meet in Senesty once a month, and they pass laws on minor issues.  Where the
dividing line is between what is a matter for the Council, and what is a matter
for the King, is laid out in the initial decree, and we'll get into it in
detail in a later class.


"The King may overrule the Council
at any time, though he does not have to specifically approve every law they
pass.  Council members serve for five years, and may only serve once.  The King
felt this would prevent the Council members from worrying about being
re-elected while deliberating new laws, and so they might be more willing to
make unpopular, but correct, choices.


"The laws passed by both Council and
King are enforced by the Judicial branch of the government.  This includes the
Magistrates, and also the Rimohrs.  Though the Rimohrs are actually an
international body, established by international treaty, they have been given
statutory jurisdiction over Callamandia by every king since their
establishment.  The Rimohrs act as Callamandia's national investigative
bureau.  They are not a police force as such, by which I mean that they are not
going to prevent crimes or arrive at an emergency scene.  Their job is to
investigate a crime that has been committed, and then hunt down and capture the
perpetrator.  Callamandia has no national police force as such, and most areas
have no local police, either.  This is a practice that has been widely
criticized, and we will discuss it at length in a few weeks."


Prof. Burke carried on with his lecture,
and David sat, taking his notes diligently.  As Prof. Burke paused to answer a
student's question, David reached into his pocket, pulled out a pixie stick,
and slipped it into his mouth.  He then resumed his note-taking.


-----


"Good afternoon, class.  My name is
Prof. Edgars.  You are here, or you are supposed to be here, for Herbology
402.  The subject of this class is the care and maintenance of poisonous and
dangerous plants.  These plants, if handled improperly, could cause you to
visit the infirmary.  On average, five of you will end up there at some point
this semester.  This is not a class in which you should be fooling around, and
paying close attention to my instruction is essential.


"Having made it through five
previous courses, you should all be fully versed in basic herbological
concepts, such as repotting plants and basic care.  We are not going to cover
these topics in class, and if you fail at them, you will be graded
accordingly.  In this class, you will be assigned several plants to look
after.  They will be stored in the greenhouse, but they will be your
responsibility to maintain.  Should your plants die, you will, again, be graded
accordingly.


"We will begin with a simple plant,
known as nightwind.  We will discuss its nature, its danger, and its care
today.  At our next class, we will meet in the greenhouse, so that you may
learn to handle the plant safely.  Now, nightwind..."


As the professor continued his lecture,
David leaned over to Olissa, who was also in the class with him.  "I have
to say it's nice to see the lectures from this perspective again."


Olissa grinned at him.  "Don't like
being teacher's pet?"


"I just never felt like I belonged up
there.  Not for this class."


Olissa nodded, and they both returned
their attention to the lecture.


-----


"Good afternoon, David," Prof.
Blackstone said.


"Hello, Professor," David
replied.  "Is there a particular place you want me to sit?"


"Yes.  Have a seat there at the side
desk.  It gives you room to work, if you need to show someone something."


"Yes, sir."  David walked over
to the indicated desk, which was about halfway to the back of the room, over to
one side.  He sat down and nodded to his friends.  Olissa and Gwen were in this
class with him, as were Flo and her roommate, Jess.  He looked around to make
sure that Devyn was not present.  He didn't want to have to deal with her if he
could avoid it.  She was, he saw gratefully, not there.


Prof. Blackstone rose, and said,
"Good afternoon to all of you.  My name is Prof. Harry Blackstone.  I am
newly the head of the Conjuring Department here at Woodward, and you all are
here for Conjuring 401.  In this class, you will continue your basic conjuring
skills, increasing the distance over which you can conjure an object, and
working to conjure through walls and other obstacles.  Near the very end of the
semester, we shall start to discuss the Conjuring Room concept.  This is a
method by which you can carry things with you without having them physically on
your person.


"This is a very hands-on class, and
so it will require a great deal of individual attention between myself and
you.  As such, it is my practice to have a teaching assistant, to help me help
you.  David Stroud is my assistant for this class.  I'm sure you'll find him
quite knowledgeable about Conjuring, so if I'm not available, please do not
hesitate to ask him for help.


"Now, there's little reason for us
to delay, so let's get on with things.  I want to spend most of this class time
doing some refresher work, to remind you of what you've learned.  Also, I know
many of you were unfortunate enough to have had Prof. Quayde last year, and I
will need to make sure that you are caught up with my previous students.  So,
let's begin."


David looked around as Prof. Blackstone
showed them which particular bit of conjuring he wanted them to practice.  He
saw lots of worried faces.


Uh-oh, I think I'm going to be asked a
lot of questions in here...


-----


"Good afternoon, class," Prof.
Rutherford said brightly.  "We're here for Theory of Elemental
Manipulation 301.  Our focus in the first half of this class will be on
Aeromandy, which is, as you might expect, the ability to manipulate the very
air around you.  For some of you, this will be nearly impossible.  Many people
seem to have trouble manipulating something that they can't even see.  For
most, it will be difficult, but you'll manage.


"If you have the ability to perform
aeromandy, you will be able to cause winds, to create bubbles of 'dead air',
and, to a very limited extent, you'll be able to increase or decrease the
temperature immediately around you.  This is because temperature is carried by
the air, and so by affecting the air, you can affect the temperature.  This is
difficult, and a very advanced aeromandy technique.


"Other things that you can do with
aeromandy include creating small vortexes of air, which can be useful in a
fight, or to move objects at a distance without the usual levitation spells. 
Further, when mixed with aquamandy or terramandy, aeromandy takes on a whole
new dimension, and the second half of this semester will talk about the
combination of techniques to perform tasks.


"Now, if you'll open your books to
page 485, we'll begin our discussion of aeromandic principles."


-----


"So, how'd your first day go?"
David asked Ellie.  She was sitting with David and his friends at Gwen's
invitation.


"Oh, crap, I'm so confused,"
she admitted.  The others chuckled sympathetically.  They'd all been there.


"It gets better," Gwen assured
her little sister.


"I hope so!  It couldn't possibly
get worse!"


"Oh, yes it can," Gwen told her
devilishly.


"Gee, thanks!" Ellie replied. 
The group laughed.


"If you need help, just ask,"
David told her.  "I'm sure one of us will have some free time."


Ellie nodded.


"Speaking of needing help,"
Simon said, "Is anyone else taking Animperium?"


"I am, but I'm just in my first
class, obviously," Ellie told him.


"Yeah, that won't help, I'm
afraid."


"Jim's completed his Animperium
courses," David told Simon.


"Yeah, but how do I get him away
from his girlfriend?"  The group laughed at that.


"I'm in 301," Flo said. 
"You need a hand?"


"Yes!  I'm so lost."


Flo nodded.


"You talked to Anne today?"
David asked Gwen.


"No, I haven't seen her.  Why?"


"Just wondering how she's making out
this year.  Better than last, hopefully."


"Yeah."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Good morning, class!" Prof.
Phillips said as he breezed into the room.  "Here for Charms and Hexes
401, I presume?  No, you're definitely not," he said to one student, who
suddenly looked panicked.  "Check your schedule again."  As the
student got up and ran out, the class chuckled, and Prof. Phillips carried on
up to the front of the room.


Suddenly, Prof. Phillips grew more
serious.  "Okay, class.  This semester, things start to get dangerous.  Up
until now, injury from a spell was mostly accidental.  This time, however, we
will be learning a great many hexes which have the intent of causing
discomfort, illness, and other forms of harm.  Obviously, you will not be
practicing these spells on each other... and if I catch any of you using them
on students, you will regret it.


"Why do we teach you these spells at
all?  Two reasons.  First, it reduces curiosity, and that tends to prevent you
from wanting to toy with them.  Second, if you are ever in danger, these spells
can save your life.


"Now then, what will we be
learning?  Vomiting hexes, bone-break hexes, illness hexes, petrification
hexes, amnesia hexes, torture hexes, and the like... and, of course, their
countercurses and defenses.  As I said, this is a very dangerous class.  I would
suggest that you take a more dedicated, focused approach in here than you have
in the past, even if you have been entirely serious before.


"Instead of people, you will be
working with a practice dummy.  This is a life-size animated statue which will
react to your spell.  If you perform the spell correctly, it will give you a
thumbs up.  If you perform badly, it will act as if it is choking.  We only
have a dozen of these, so you'll have to work in pairs."


David looked over at Olissa, who was with
him in this class, as well.  She nodded, agreeing silently to be his partner. 
David looked over and saw Gwen was sitting with Jess, and they would partner. 
Jim was sitting by himself, and he blushed crimson when Flo gave him a
thumbs-up, indicating she would be his partner.  David chuckled to himself
about that.  Jim still had not recovered from his embarrassment in their second
year.


"Now," Prof. Phillips said,
"Let's begin."


-----


"Holy shit... I can't believe they
teach us this stuff," Jim was saying at lunch.  "This kind of thing
could kill somebody."


"I really don't think they should
teach it," Jess said.  "Too many people will misuse it."


David disagreed.  "The people who
would misuse it, will learn it on their own.  You can't really restrict
knowledge.  It gets out.  Prof. Phillips is right: you counter abuse with
education and training.  Every time society tries to hide information because
'it's not good for you,' people just spend that much more effort trying to find
out what it is you're hiding."


"Maybe," Jess allowed.  "I
guess I just worry."


"I'm sure the Ministry of Education
has this discussion regularly," Gwen opined.


"I can't see myself ever using any
of this," Olissa said.


"If you were in danger, I would hope
you would at least consider it," David told her seriously.


"I'm hoping I'm never going to be in
that kind of danger," Olissa told him.  David just nodded.


"So what's next for you?" Gwen
asked David.


"Advanced Divination at one. 
You?"


"I don't have anything till four. 
Then I've got Herbology."


"Must be nice to have a long break
in your day," Jess said.


"I'll let you know," Gwen told
her with a grin.


-----


"Good afternoon, class," Prof.
Zoroaster said.  "Welcome to Advanced Divination 402.  This will be a
continuation of the things you were learning last year.  We will focus on
further mind reading techniques, and we will spend a great deal of time talking
about anti-divination techniques, and breaking through those techniques.


"Prof. Dartson won't be teaching
with me this semester, as he did last time.  You've all got a solid grasp of
what we're doing, so it's no longer necessary.


"There will be three written exams
throughout the term.  Each will count as twenty percent of your grade.  Your
final will be a performance exam, and will count for the remaining forty
percent of your grade.  If you earn less than a B on your final, you will not
be allowed to continue on to the final Advanced Divination course.


"Now, we're going to do some basic
warm-up.  Take out a piece of paper, and write ten random numbers on it.  They
should be between 1 and 100.  Then, with the person sitting next to you, try to
divine their numbers.  Begin."


David and Olissa were together once more
in this class, and they were, predictably, sitting with each other.  They
quickly wrote down some numbers, and began their exercise.


-----


David looked around at the other students
as he got dressed out for his class.  It was the first physical class he'd ever
taken at Woodward, and he wondered who he was up against.  He didn't recognize
any of his classmates.  He shrugged, donning his heavy shirt and pants, and
then clipping his practice sword, in its scabbard, to his belt.  He took a
small device off the top shelf of his locker, and slipped that into a small
pouch on the other side of his belt.  The device was a cylinder, about as long
as his hand was wide, and little more than an inch thick.  It was made of a
dark mahogany wood.


Closing up his locker, David made his way
out into the gymnasium, where his class was taking place.


"Hello, and welcome to Beginning
Sword and Staff.  My name is Prof. Joseph Teller, and I will be your instructor
for this class.  In here, you will learn the basics of weapons usage.  You will
learn proper stance, proper grip, and some basic movement.  We will also
discuss weapon maintenance and repair.  You will find that your sword will
serve you well if you take good care of it, and your staff, likewise, may save
your life someday..."


The professor continued to talk, his
delivery rapid and continuous, as if he didn't need to breathe.  Prof. Teller
spoke for five straight minutes before finally stopping, having concluded his
remarks.  After a moment, he finally said, "Okay, we will begin with some
warm-up exercises.  Everyone spread apart, at least ten feet between you in
every direction."


Once the students had moved away from
each other, Prof. Teller said, "Take out your staff."


David reached to the pouch on his hip,
and removed the cylindrical device.  He held it in his hand, and gave it three
light squeezes.  Suddenly, it morphed, lengthening into a six-foot-long staff,
which he held down along his side.


"Very good, I see you all know how
to activate them.  Now, let's begin...


-----


After two hours of exercise, David was
sweaty, and needed a shower.  He was also fatigued, and a bit sore, from his
staff making contact with his arm.  He ignored the other students as he
showered.


Once he was clean and dressed in his
normal school uniform, David headed out.  He wasn't going back to the dorm,
however.  He had work to do on his potions apprenticeship.  He made his way to
Alton Hall and faded into the building.  He'd been given permission to do this
by the dean.


Settling in at Sam's work table, David
lit his fire pit, and set his cauldron upon it.


Well, let's make attempt number
twelve...


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

























	
	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 4


Chapter 4: September


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Where in the world have you
been?" Jim asked as David came into their room.  David dumped his book bag
next to his desk and stretched.  "I haven't seen you all day.  Hell, you
were gone when I got up, even."


David shrugged.  "I didn't figure
you'd notice, anyway.  Didn't you have a date with Sherry today?"


"Well, yeah, but I mean, that didn't
take all day.  Where were you?"


"When it was light out, I was either
in Sam's workroom, working on my potions, or in the greenhouse, studying with
Miss J.  After dark, I was up at the castle, working with Lord Woodward."


"Working with him?"


"He's teaching me how to be a
ghost-wizard.  The magic is different."


"Oh.  When did you start doing
that?"


"I've mentioned it before, Jim.  We've
been doing it for the past two summers, but since my summers are getting
busier, we decided to start it during the school year, one night a week.  So I
won't be around on Saturday nights."


"That'll put a crimp in your social
life," Jim said with a grin.


Just to twist his tail, David replied,
"No, not really.  Worst-case scenario, I'll just take Penny off to one of
the castle bedrooms for some fun."


David loved the look that came over Jim's
face just then.


"Why are you still awake, anyway?"
David asked.


"Studying, why else?"


"What're you working on?"


"Technomandy.  This shit just
doesn't make any sense."


"Can't help you, sorry.  You could
ask Gwen for help."


"I think she's probably
asleep..."


"Not right now, you twit,"
David said with a chuckle.  "Tomorrow or something."


"Yeah, maybe.  You going to
bed?"


"Might as well.  Haven't got
anything better to do.  I'm not going to start homework this late."


"Yeah, I hear you.  Good
night."


"Night," David said.  He went
into his own room and shut the door.  Phoenix Dorm, the home for fourth-year
students, was much like their second-year dorm.  It had two bedrooms, a
bathroom, and a common room in each suite.  The difference was that there were
only two of them, instead of four, so for the first time since coming to
school, David had his own sleeping space.


David didn't worry too much over that. 
He and Jim had long ago come to terms with their sleeping arrangements.  He got
undressed, said good-night to Jailla, and was soon sound asleep.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Finally!" David exulted.  He
had finally achieved success with his potions.  He cooled down his cauldron and
poured the result into a flask, which he sealed.  Bundling everything up, he
whisked his stuff into his Conjuring Room, since there was too much to carry,
and then he headed out.


It was a bright, sunny Sunday, and David
enjoyed the walk across the terrace.  He walked through some trees, and by the
time he came out the other side of them, he was invisible.  This was necessary
because he was about to enter faculty housing.  He slipped through the
entrance, and resolidified himself, making his way down to Sam's apartment.  It
didn't take her long to answer his knock, and she smiled upon seeing him.


"David!  Come on in."  She
ushered him inside, closing the door.  "What brings you by today?"


"Success," David said with a
smile.


"Oh?"


David held up a scroll containing several
pages of parchment.  "My potions.  They're finally complete."


"Wonderful!" Sam said.  She
took the papers from him, and looked them over briefly.  "I don't see
anything different here from what I saw last time."


"I know," he admitted. 
"It was just something I had to do."


Sam shrugged and nodded, rolling the
parchment back up.  She set it on a shelf, and turned back to David. 
"Well, I will get things ready for your presentation day, then.  I'll let
you know when there's a specific date set."


"Okay."


"Now then," she said, sidling
up to him.  "Shall we celebrate?"


"Sounds good to me," he said,
right before he kissed her.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David and Olissa were leaving the lunch
room when Ellie stopped them.  She looked a bit uncertain.


"David, can I talk to you for a
minute?"


"Um, sure," he replied.


Olissa, sensing it was a private
discussion, said, "I'll see you in Herbology, David."


"Okay."


As Olissa headed off, David led Ellie
away from the lunch room, toward an empty spot.  As they walked, he asked,
"So, what's up?"


Ellie seemed a bit hesitant.  Finally,
she said, "This is a bit weird."


"What is?"


"What I want to ask you."


"Oh.  Well, don't worry about that. 
Everything about my life seems to be weird."


"I guess."  They continued to
walk, while Ellie fidgeted.  Finally, she started.


"Well, you know that I want to go
live in Earth..."


"Right..." David replied.


"Well, I want to be ready for that. 
I mean really ready.  I don't think I can learn everything I need in
class."


"I had hoped that our trip to
Chicago would have shown you a lot of what class is going to miss..."


"It did, but..."


"But what?"


"There's something it left out."


"Oh?  Like what?"


Ellie took a deep breath, and then,
looking David in the eye, she said, "Sex."


David's eyebrows struggled to stay on his
face.


Ellie, pushing through, said, "You
see, I don't know anything about sex."


"You're still a virgin?" David
asked kindly, but still showing surprise.


"Yeah.  I mean, I've only kissed a
boy once.  And... well, anyway, I heard someone say once that Earth girls are
easy, so... I mean, I want to fit in, and if you've got to be really good at
sex to fit in, then I need to learn."


David grinned tolerantly.  "Not all
Earth girls are easy.  But... are you asking me to teach you how to have
sex?"


"Yeah."


"Why me, instead of one of the boys
in your year?"


"I don't know them.  I don't trust them. 
The reason I never had sex before wasn't because no one was interested, but
because it scares me a bit, and I never trusted any of those guys to take it
easy with me until I was comfortable.  After the last couple summers, and some
talks with Gwen... I think you're the right one to ask.  Plus, I'll be gone in
two years, so it's not like I could have a long-term relationship with whoever
I asked.  You're... well, you're already in some unusual relationships, so I
figured you wouldn't mind so much."


"You've talked about this with
Gwen?"


"No!  But I... well, I asked her
some questions about you.  She told me about the one time you guys had sex.  I
think she might think I have a crush on you or something."


David grinned.  "Do you?"


"No.  But I like you, and I trust
you.  You haven't ratted me out to my parents yet, which I think a lot of guys
would have.  Especially since you're close to Mom.  But no, I'm not in love
with you or anything.  I'm not even asking you to date only me.  Just... teach
me what I need to know."


David considered quietly for a long
moment before asking, "How far would you want to go with it?"


"What do you mean?"


"There are a lot of different
aspects to sex.  Most people don't explore anywhere near all of them.  I
wouldn't be comfortable showing you all of them, myself.  But there are
things I'm familiar with that are a bit outside the mainstream."


"Like what?"


"Threesomes.  Bisexuality - on the
girl's part, anyway, exhibitionism, bondage..."


"Wow.  And Earth girls know all that
stuff?"


"Some do, some don't.  Earth girls,
at least sexually, are no different from Dugerra girls, Ellie.  You don't need
a degree in sex to fit in."


"So, you're saying no?" she
asked, frowning.


David turned to face her.  He put his
hands gently on her arms.  "I'm saying you don't need to.  If you want
to, that's another story.  But I'd rather not have sex with someone who sees me
as an only option."


"Oh," Ellie said, blushing
slightly.  "Well, I mean, I do want to learn about sex.  And I do
trust you to let me take it at my own speed.  And you are kinda
cute."


"Thank you," David
interjected.  Ellie blushed again.


"But I don't actually have any way
to know if I really want you to touch me like that..."


David nodded.  He slowly stepped closer,
and then leaned in.  Ellie was frozen in uncertainty.  As David's lips touched
hers, however, she closed her eyes and melted against him.  She slipped her
arms around his back, and the two kissed for a very long time.


Finally, David pulled back from her, and looked
into her eyes.


"So, any better idea of how you feel
about me touching you?" David asked with a grin.


Ellie just nodded, her expression still a
little awestruck.


"I was wrong," she said. 
"I've never been kissed before now.  I've only been slobbered on."


David smiled at her.


"I might have a crush on you
now," Ellie said, finally getting her composure back.


David laughed.  Ellie finally stepped
back from him, letting her arms slip off him slowly.


"So... will you teach me?" she
asked.


"Are you sure?"


"I am now," she replied.


"What do we tell your sister?"
David asked.  "She will find out.  Even if neither of us tells her,
there are no long-lived secrets at this school."


"What did you tell her about Prof.
Stott?  Or Olissa?"


"Neither of them were her
sister."


Ellie shrugged.  "Just tell her
we're dating non-exclusively by my choice."


"Okay.  Will you be dating
other guys?"


"Probably not.  Like I said, I never
felt comfortable.  Would you mind if I did, though?"


"No, not if we're not going to be
exclusive.  I was just curious."


Ellie nodded, then she asked, hesitant
again, "So... how do we get started?"


"First, we have to have a date.  I'm
not going to start yet another sexual relationship with someone without at
least going on a date first.  How about Friday night?  We can have a picnic,
take a walk, that kind of thing."


"Sounds nice."


"Okay.  Around seven?"


Ellie nodded.  Then she leaned in, and
they kissed again.  This one was briefer, but no less pleasant.


"I really like that," Ellie
said when she leaned back.  Then she blushed.


David smiled at her, and then he started
walking with her again.


"What's your next class?"


"Charms and Hexes, at one," she
said.


"Oh, okay.  Did you eat yet?"


"Yeah."


"I'll walk you to your dorm,
then."


"Thanks.  I still get lost."


"Everyone does for the first month
or so."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"And you made fun of me, for
going after Sherry!" Jim said as David combed his hair in the mirror.  He
was getting ready for his first date with Ellie.


David looked at him and, with an evil
grin, said, "That's the point.  You went after her.  Ellie asked me."


Jim growled good-naturedly at David. 
Then he asked, "How did Gwen take it when she found out you were going on
a date with her sister?"


"Surprisingly well, actually.  I
just hope Ellie and I don't have a nasty breakup like I did with Devyn.  I'm
not sure my friendship with Gwen could withstand another one."


Jim snorted.  "I can't imagine Gwen
staying really mad at you for more than a week."


David grunted.  "Anyway, Gwen seemed
to actually kind of like the idea.  The problem is, she liked the idea for the
same reason she liked the idea of me dating Devyn."


"Which was?"


"She's worried about Ellie getting
hurt, and she knows I wouldn't intentionally hurt her."


"Nice to know you're trusted, ain't
it?" Jim asked.


"I suppose.  But it adds a bit of
pressure to the whole thing that I really don't need.  Aren't you going out
with Sherry tonight?" he asked, to change the subject.


"No, tomorrow.  She wanted to do
some of her homework tonight."


"Can't blame her for that.  Second
year was a bitch."


"Fourth year isn't so much fun,
either," Jim grumbled, gesturing at his books.


"Did you ask Gwen for help?"


"Yeah, but I still don't get
it."


"Talk to your instructor."


"Prof. Hatch?" Jim snorted. 
"Might as well talk to a computer.  That guy's incomprehensible!"


David chuckled.  "Well, anyway, I'm
off.  Good luck with the homework."


David said good-bye to Jailla, who would
not be accompanying him, and then he left for Griffin Dorm.


-----


David and Ellie were walking along the
outer rim of Mt. Woodward.  They had already eaten their picnic dinner, which
David had ordered from Food Services.  They were in no hurry to get anywhere,
they were just enjoying each other's company.


Twilight was nearing its end, and
darkness was descending.  With the moon already gone, it was growing difficult
to even see where they were walking.  Ellie moved closer to David.


"You want to go up to the
terrace?" he asked.  She nodded, and they walked to the nearest rock
lift.  They rode up in silence, and then walked along, chatting about school,
and Earth, and other random things.


When they reached the river, they walked
along it until they were away from the path.  Then David led Ellie over to a
tree.  He sat down, and then motioned her to sit with him.  She chose to sit in
his lap.  David smiled at her, wrapping his one arm around her back, while his
other hand rested on her thigh.


In this position, the two quickly began
kissing.  After a minute, David let his tongue slip out and slide along Ellie's
lips.  She got the idea, and opened her mouth to admit his tongue, which gently
plied hers.  They spent a great deal of time like that, her arms around his
neck, their lips locked, their tongues dancing.


Finally, David decided to see if Ellie
was ready for something more.  Slowly, so as not to startle her, he moved his
hand from her thigh to her abdomen.  Moving upward, his fingers slid along her
blouse until he was finally cupping her breast.  Ellie moaned as he very gently
squeezed her tit.


After a while, Ellie finally sat back,
breaking their kiss.  David did not remove his hand from her breast, and she
didn't do anything to encourage him to do so.  He could see the nervousness in
her eyes, though.


"You're not quite ready, are
you?" he asked softly.


Ellie bit her lip for a long moment,
then, frowning, she shook her head negatively.  "I'm sorry."


"Don't be.  It's fine."


"I hate to get you all... uh...
'ready', and not be able to follow through," she said.  She could feel his
erection pressing against her leg.


"Well, there is a way to take care
of that, without having sex," David told her.  "Something that would
feel very good to me, but would leave you in complete control of what happens
or doesn't."


"What's that?" she asked.


"You could give me either a handjob,
or a blowjob."


"Right here?" she asked.


"We can go back to my room, if you
want, but no one's going to see us now, as dark as it is out here."


After a moment's hesitation, Ellie said,
"Okay, what do I do?"


"Well, first, you'll have to get off
me," David said.


Ellie giggled, and then slipped off his
lap, to sit beside him.


"Unfasten my pants," he told
her.  When she had, he said, "Now, reach into my underwear and gently
pull my dick out through the slit."  David had worn boxer shorts this
evening, just in case.  He was now glad that he had.


Ellie's hand felt wonderful on his cock. 
Her fingers were soft, and small, and her touch was very gentle.  She held his
dick in her hand, wrapping her fingers around it.


"Now what do I do?" she asked.


"Just slide your hand up and down. 
Don't grip too firmly."  Ellie began to jack David slowly, leaning against
him to help her sense his reaction.  David moaned quietly.  "That feels
good.  You can go a little faster, if you want."  Ellie increased her pace
just a little bit; she didn't want to hurt him accidentally.


"Now what?" she asked after a
little while.


"Mm, either keep that up until I
cum, or, if you think you're up to it, you can go down on me."


"What's that mean?"


"Use your mouth on my dick."


"Like, suck on it?"


"Yeah.  You don't have to, if you're
not ready.  What you're doing now feels great."


"I want to try, but I'm nervous. 
I'm not sure what to do."


"When it comes to blowjobs, there's
pretty much only one rule: be careful what you do with your teeth."


Ellie giggled nervously.  She slid
herself down while her hand kept sliding on his dick.  David gave her a few
instructions, and she began to lick the head of his cock while her hand
continued to stroke him.  Finally, when she thought she was ready, she put her
lips against the tip of his cock and pushed forward, letting it enter her mouth
slowly, until she felt like she couldn't take any more of him.


David groaned at the feel of her lips
against his shaft.  "Okay, now just move your head up and down.  You can
keep moving your hand, too.  Other things you can do, if you want, are to slide
your tongue back and forth, or you can use your mouth to actually suck on it. 
One thing, do you want to try to swallow my cum, or no?"


"Mm-hmm," she murmured, not
taking her mouth off his dick.


"Okay, then I'll just let you know
when I'm going to cum, so it won't be a surprise."


"Mm," she said, and then she
began to slide her mouth off his cock.  When she had reached the head, she
moved back down as far as she could.  Her hand, meanwhile, stroked the rest of
his dick, sending tingles of enjoyment along his spine.


David held off his climax as long as he
could.  Ellie's mouth felt wonderful, and he wanted to make sure she got the
hang of blowing him.  Finally, though, he couldn't take any more.  He grunted,
and said, "I'm gonna cum soon.  Make sure you leave room in your mouth for
it."


Ellie pulled back until just the head of
his dick was in her mouth.  She kept jacking with her hand, and that was good
enough.  David groaned, and came, spewing his load into her mouth.  Ellie
closed her eyes and enjoyed the sensation of his cum filling her mouth.  The
flavor was pleasant to her.  She swallowed his entire load, and then she slid
her mouth back down onto his shaft.


"Oooh, oh, god.  I don't think I can
take that right now."


Ellie pulled back, and then slowly let
him slip from her lips.  She looked up at him.  "Sorry, I didn't know I
wasn't supposed to do that."


David pulled her back up to him, and
kissed her.  She kissed him back passionately, and then, when they were done,
she settled against him.


"It's not that you should or
shouldn't do that," David explained.  "Some guys will be able to
handle it, and some guys won't.  After cumming, lots of guys - including me -
are very sensitive, and we need a minute to calm down.  Or, if you're just
going to insist on continuing, you have to be careful about it, or it's
actually uncomfortable for us."


"Oh, I'm sorry..." Ellie said,
frowning.


"Don't be.  You did great."  He
kissed her again, and she returned the kiss readily.  Finally, they sat back. 
David tucked himself back in, and then they just relaxed.


"Some guys won't want to be kissed
right after you've blown them, either," David warned.  "I don't mind,
but others are more squeamish."


"Why don't they want to be
kissed?"


"They can taste their cum on your
lips, and they don't like it."


"Really?  I thought you tasted
good."


David grinned.  "Thank you, I don't
think anyone's ever said that to me before."


"Are you really okay if this
is as far as we go tonight?" she asked nervously.


"Yes.  I don't want you to do
anything you're really uncomfortable with.  And... well, this isn't the kind of
thing I should say to a girlfriend, but... if I really needed further
relief, I do have options."


Ellie giggled.  "Well, it's okay,
since I'm not really a girlfriend, as such.  And actually, it does help me,
knowing you could go to someone else if you needed to.  I'm just not ready for
more yet."


"And that's okay.  What you did felt
fantastic.  I'm just sorry that I can't do more for you."


She kissed him again.  "You've done
everything I'm ready for," she said.  "Don't worry about the
rest."


"Okay."  After a long moment of
silence, David asked, "You want to head back to the dorm now?"


"Yeah, I'd better.  I'm probably
already going to get razzed by my roommates."


David chuckled.  "I've been there
before."


"I'll bet," she replied.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Okay, now we're going to begin our
first real practical work with aeromandy.  In front of each of you is a
pinwheel.  Your job is to make it spin at a constant rate.  Use what you've
learned so far, and see what you can manage.  You may begin."


Prof. Rutherford walked among the
students while they struggled to budge their pinwheels.  David closed his eyes,
imagining the pinwheel spinning.  He then looked at his pinwheel, and blew one
short puff of air toward it.  It wasn't the simplest method of beginning, but
David wanted to see if it would work.  He felt a wind begin to flow around his
head, and his pinwheel suddenly became a blur.  He kept his focus on it, but he
was having no trouble keeping the little decoration in motion.


"Somehow I knew this would be easy
for you," Prof. Rutherford said when she dropped by his desk.  "Now,
make it stop."


David relaxed his mind, willing the wind
to end.  Immediately, the pinwheel slowed, and came to rest.


"Now do it again," Prof.
Rutherford commanded him.


David let out the little puff of air
again, and soon, the pinwheel was whirling rapidly.


"You can even use the more advanced
starting method?  I'm impressed.  You've been practicing during the summer,
haven't you?"


David chuckled.  "I had no time for
TEM this past summer, Professor.  I was working on my potions
apprenticeship."


"Well.  You're doing excellent in
this so far.  Keep up the good work."


"Thanks."


Prof. Rutherford headed off to another
student, and David relaxed, allowing his pinwheel to stop again.  He repeated
the exercise several more times, just to make sure he had the hang of it.


"Okay, class," Prof. Rutherford
said after she had spoken with every student.  "Almost all of you are
having difficulty with this, and that's normal.  Only one of you seems to have
full command of your pinwheel.  To actually have even one, at this point, is
pretty rare.  You shouldn't expect to master this in less than a few days.  Do
practice it on your own time.  Next class, I want to see every pinwheel
turning.  Plus, I need you to read the next chapter in your textbook, which
will talk about making the air flow change direction.  This is the really big
chapter, and we'll spend an entire week on it.  If you cannot master this, then
there is no hope for you in aeromandy, as it all depends on being able to
control the direction of the wind that you create.  That's all for this class. 
See you next week."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"David... why doesn't Ellie sit with
us?  Is she afraid I'm going to yell at her or something?" Gwen asked.


David shook his head.  "She wants to
sit with her classmates."


"Instead of her boyfriend?"
Gwen asked.


"We're non-exclusive, remember? 
Prof. Stott doesn't sit with me at lunch, either."


Gwen giggled at the image that provided. 
"I guess.  Have you guys, uh..."


"Gwendolyn Josephine
Hasterscant," David said with mock-severity, "I just know you
were not about to ask about your sister's sex life."


Gwen turned six shades of red and purple,
entirely embarrassed by David's taunt.  The others at the table laughed at her.


"Sorry, I had that coming,"
Gwen said, when she'd finally gotten her blushing under control.  "And
when the hell did you learn my middle name?"


David grinned.  "Seriously, you know
that, whether we have or not, we're going to at some point, so what difference
does it make?  You said you were okay with this..."


"I am, really.  I was just
curious."


"Then ask her.  She might be willing
to answer you.  I'm not going to."


"You're still worried about it all
going wrong, aren't you?" Gwen asked him.


"Yeah.  I don't want another Devyn
fiasco on my hands."


"It wouldn't be the same, David.  I
wouldn't be caught in the middle like I was with Devyn.  And I picked the wrong
side of that argument to begin with, didn't I?"


David put his hand on her arm in
support.  "You were trying to keep all your options.  You knew I'd be
waiting.  You knew Devyn wouldn't."


"Speaking of," Simon said,
"Do either of you even see Devyn around anymore?"


"I do," David said.


"Really?" Gwen asked,
surprised.


"She's in my Sword and Staff class. 
I just hope Prof. Teller never pairs us off."


"That might get nasty," Gwen
agreed.


The group chatted about school for a
while longer, before someone else joined them at the table.


"Hey, Joe," David said in
greeting.  "I didn't do it, whatever it is."  The other students
laughed, and Garibaldi chuckled.


"Not here for you this time,"
he said.  "Just thought I'd stop by and say hello, since I did have to be
here."


"Why are you here?" Olissa
asked.


"There was a burglary in one of the
dorms.  Your dorm, as a matter of fact."


"What was taken?" David asked
curiously.    


"A bracelet and some earrings."


"Expensive?"


"Mildly."


"Hmm," David said.  "Any
clues?"


"Not a goddamned one.  Makes me
wonder why we bother with forensics, if even students have enough magic to get
around it."


David shrugged.  "You play for
breaks, just like Earth cops."


"I guess.  Anyway, it's not a big
thing.  I'll be heading back to Bolmont soon, since there is absolutely nothing
more to pursue here."


"You mean, the girl just loses her
jewelry, and you don't do anything?" Gwen asked.


"What would you like me to do?  A
dead end is a dead end.  I have no idea where to even start looking for the
thief, without searching everyone's dorm room.  And I can't do that, as it's
against the law.  In order to investigate, I have to have somewhere to
start."


"I guess," Gwen agreed
grudgingly.


"How are Zyla and Grace?" David
asked.


"Zyla's fine, I'll let her know you
asked about her.  Grace is teething."


"I'll send her a teething
ring," David told him.


"I'm sure she'd appreciate
that," Garibaldi said.  "Anyway, how are your classes going?"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Prof. Edgars, sorry to interrupt. 
Can I speak with David for a moment?" Prof. Stott asked.


"Of course," Prof. Edgars
said.  He motioned to David, who quickly got up and went out into the hall to
talk to Prof. Stott.


"Hey, Sam.  What's up?"


"Your Presentation Day.  It will be
next Saturday, the 22nd.  Will you be ready?"


"I'm ready now... I guess."


"You don't sound so sure," Sam
said.


"How sure did you feel on your
Presentation Day?" David asked.


Sam smiled at him.  "Good point.  I
threw up right before it began."


"Thanks for that image," David
said sarcastically.


Sam chuckled.  "You'll do fine.  I
believe in you.  Besides, you've already really done all of the work."


"Yeah, now I just have to show it to
people who will decide my future."


Sam smiled.  "Anyway, the ceremony
will be at ten o'clock in the morning.  It'll be in my classroom.  You can
invite twelve people to attend.  I, of course, will be there already, so
there's no need to invite me," she told him with a grin.


David smiled.  "Do I need to tell
you who's coming?"


"Yes.  We'll send out an official
invitation to them."


"Okay.  How soon do I need to get
you a list?"


"The sooner the better, but no later
than Tuesday evening."


David nodded.  "Okay."


Sam stepped in and kissed David softly. 
David returned the gesture.


"I'm proud of you," she told
him.


"Thanks."


"Now you'd better get back to class,
before Prof. Edgars gets upset."


David nodded, and Sam walked off.  He
watched her go, and then he turned and went back into his class.  On his way to
his seat, he pulled out a pixie stick and stuck it in his mouth.


"What was that about?" Olissa
asked quietly.


"My Masterpiece Presentation Day has
been scheduled for next Saturday," he whispered.  Then he concentrated on
the pixie stick in his mouth.  His stomach was suddenly doing laps.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"All right, we have covered all of
the necessary information about safety in this class, and we've covered some
very basic moves, but today we will take it just a step further and we will
begin to talk about combinations of moves.  Obviously, a single move will only
be effective in the rarest of circumstances, and in true fighting, it will be a
fluid sequence of attack and defense that ultimately leads to your victory or
defeat.  You must keep your eyes open, to look for the opportunity that your
opponent, no matter how good he or she is, will eventually present to you.  It
may be a very small opportunity, and so you must be ready for it.  These
combinations, once they become ingrained in you, will help you to take
advantage at the right time.  Everyone draw your practice swords."


Everyone drew out their sword from its
scabbard.  The only thing that differentiated their practice sword from a
regular sword was that the blade had no sharp edge.  Otherwise, it was
balanced, weighted, and designed exactly the same.  In fact, many students,
once moving on from their training, simply had their practice swords sharpened
to use as regular weapons.  The sword was a double-edged design, light enough
for single-handed use.  It had a crossbar instead of a basket or other style of
hand guard.  David's crossbar bore the likeness of a hawk in flight.


"Today, we will practice a simple
parry and slash maneuver.  This would be a case of blocking your opponent's
incoming attack, and then following that with an attack of your own, to prevent
your enemy from recovering and attacking you again.  Please watch my feet
carefully, as they are at least half of the proper technique here."  Prof.
Teller demonstrated the move four times, turning each time so that the class
could see it from each angle.


"Now then, you all practice it.  At
the ready, and begin.  Keep your arms up, slide your feet, don't lift them. 
Your feet are your base, and if you lift one up, half your base is gone. 
Victor, you're exposing your entire side to attack, bring your arm down. 
Janice, you're slashing too low.  You're aiming for the chest of a human, not a
dwarf.  Ellen, good, but a bit slow.  Brock, you're doing it backwards.  I
don't care if you're left-handed, your opponent almost certainly won't
be."


Prof. Teller walked through the room,
evaluating and giving advice to each student.  When he got to David, he said,
"Not bad, but your stance is too narrow.  Spread your legs just a little
bit.  You don't want to be an obelisk, you want to be a pyramid."  David
adjusted, and Prof. Teller nodded.  "Good, good.  Also, raise your arm a
couple inches on the slash.  You're dropping into the abdomen range.  We're aiming
for the chest."  David made another adjustment, and then the professor
nodded and moved on.


Throughout the class, they learned
several more techniques.  By the time they had finished, everyone was worn out
and breathing hard.


"Well, good work, class.  You've gotten
a good handle on this so far.  Keep practicing all of these moves on your own
time.  Doing them just in class will not give you enough skill to pass your
licensing exam at the end of the year.  Now, in the next class, we will begin
some light sparring, just to help you understand how these moves can be used
against actual opponents.  Make sure to bring your sparring swords with you. 
You will not need your practice swords.  All right, everyone in line!"


The students all fell into a line.  David
chose to be the last one in line.  He had something he wanted to say to the
professor.


The professor shook the hand of each
student, encouraging them for their work, and then each one headed off for the
locker room.  By the time Prof. Teller was done shaking David's hand, they were
the only ones present.


"Professor," David said,
"there's something I think you should probably know, in light of the fact
that we'll be sparring soon."


"Oh, and what's that?"


"There's a long-standing animosity
between myself and one of the other students."


"Oh?  How long is
'long-standing'?"


"Almost two years now."


"I see.  And this nefarious
evildoer?"


David chuckled.  "Devyn."


"Devyn...  Oh, yes.  The elf.  And
you're worried that if you spar with her, things could get out of hand?"


"I'm almost certain they
would," David acknowledged.


"I see.  Well, I'll keep this in
mind, but eventually, you two will be paired off.  It is my practice to
make every possible pairing in the class.  It gives you the broadest base for
practice, you understand.  But I may try to postpone your confrontation with
her until both of you have learned a little self-control with your
weaponry."


"Yes, sir.  Thank you."


"No problem.  Thank you for letting
me know.  It is something that I should be aware of.  Normally, there aren't
any real problems between students, but every once in a while, something like
this comes up, and we have to deal with it.  It is best to be prepared
ahead of time, however."


"Yes, sir."


"Well, off you go.  Have a good
night."


"You, too, Professor."


As David entered the locker room, Brock
said, "Sucking up to the teacher, David?"  He grinned, showing he was
teasing.


"Offering to tutor you for him, so
that you can catch up with the class," David retorted.  Brock grasped his
heart, feigning a mortal wound.  The others laughed.


"What were you talking to him
about?" Brock asked more seriously.


"Just letting him know about my
problem with Devyn.  With us sparring now, I wanted to warn him."


Brock nodded in understanding. 
"Probably a good idea."


"He thought so."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Grace... isn't that their
baby?" Sam asked David.  She was looking over David's list of invitees to
his Presentation Day.


"Yeah.  If I don't invite her, then
they have to get a babysitter, and all that junk."


Sam nodded.  "Since the infant won't
take up another seat, she doesn't 'count' as one of the twelve.  You can invite
someone else."


David considered for a moment, then wrote
a new name on the list.  Sam looked at it in surprise.  "Why her?  You've
never really talked about her much..."


"She was responsible for me creating
one of my potions, so I figured she should be there.  She's not a really close
friend, but she is a good friend."


Sam nodded.  "Okay.  I'll get the
invitations out immediately.  If there are any who can't make it, I'll let you
know, so you can invite someone else."


"Okay."


"Still worried about it?" Sam
asked knowingly.


"Do forest dragons shit in the
woods?" David asked.


Sam laughed.  "You'll be okay.  I
promise."


"You say so."


"Go on.  I have work to do."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David paced back and forth in Sam's
office.  He was working on his third pixie stick of the day.  It was not
helping very much, but at least it gave him something to focus on.


Sam entered the office, and saw David's
tension.  She came over to him, pulled the pixie stick out of his mouth, and
kissed him hotly.  David wrapped his arms around her and pulled her tightly
against himself, his tongue slipping into her mouth for a long moment of tongue
wrestling.


Finally, they pulled apart.


"You look terrified," Sam told
him.


"I feel terrified, so I guess that's
appropriate," he admitted.


"It's time to go set up your
potions."  


"Is everyone here now?"


"No.  No one is here yet.  Not even
the Guild Council.  You should get your presentation material ready before they
show up.  That way, everything goes smoothly, and you're sure you didn't forget
or lose something."


David nodded, and followed her down the
hall to her classroom.  He entered, to see that the room had been completely
rearranged.  There was a small seating area for about twenty people, in front
of a standard worktable.  Off to one side was a huge tank of water.


"What's that for?" David asked,
gesturing to the tank.


"One of your potions is about
breathing underwater, isn't it?" she asked reasonably.


"Oh, right."


"The table is for you.  Arrange it
however you want to.  Though I will be in control of the ceremony, some of the
presentation style will be up to you."


"Am I supposed to put on a show?  I
thought this was more like an exam."


"From what I hear from Prof.
Rutherford, you put on shows for those, too," she said with a chuckle. 
David grinned.  "You don't have to do anything flashy.  I didn't, when I
did mine.  I was way too nervous.  But remember, you've invited people to see
this, and so, if you want to impress them, you can get showy.  It's not
required, but it is an option.  Now, let's get your table set up."


As Jailla flew off to a distant corner,
away from the potions, David conjured a small equipment box from his Conjuring
Room, and set it on the table before opening it.  He started to pull out sealed
flasks, each with a label on it.  He set the first ten to one side of the
table.  The next ten, which held not potions, but individual ingredients, he
set to the other side.  Finally, he pulled out one unlabeled flask, and set it
in the middle of the table.  With that, he pulled out a parchment and then
closed the equipment box, stowing it back into his Conjuring Room.


"You are really skilled with
conjuring," Sam noted.


"Practice.  I use the Conjuring Room
all the time.  I mean, I almost always have something in it."


"Really?  I almost never use mine. 
I just conjure things from place to place."


"I haven't learned to have that
range and precision yet."


Sam nodded.  She looked over his table. 
"What are these things for?" she asked, gesturing to the individual
ingredients, and the unlabeled flask in the middle of the table.


David flinched, and then he finally said,
"That's what I was working on in your workroom."


"What is it?"


"Stroud's Base."


Sam's head snapped up to stare at him. 
"You... you invented a base potion?" she asked, going very
pale.


David nodded.  "After I'd created
all ten of my presentation potions, I realized that they shared a lot of
ingredients.  So, I did some research, to see if I could get them all to come
together.  It took several weeks, but..."


"Weeks... David, most people take years
to make a base potion work!  This... does work, right?"


"Every potion made with it has
checked out using the equivalency charm.  I tested those that I could test
directly.  Some, like Lust Less, I had to rely on the charm, since I didn't
have a vampire handy."


"Equivalis is reliable,
anyway," Sam said.  She was completely in awe of her apprentice.  "I
never imagined you were working on a base potion.  You know, there's no such
thing as Stott's Base..."


"I'd noticed."  When Sam looked
at him askance, he explained, "I was curious to see what you'd done, so I
looked it up.  I actually didn't find anything about your potions."


Sam blushed.  "I can make base
potions, but I've never even considered trying to invent one.  I don't even
know where to begin.  I mean, okay, logically, I do know how you invent one,
but you know what I mean."


David nodded.  "I didn't set out to
make one, either.  It just kind of hit me after finishing up the Wilburwarts
cure that I might be able to."


Sam just shook her head in wonder. 
"The Guild Council is going to be a bit surprised, I think.  Come on, the
guests will be arriving shortly.  We're having a brief welcome for them
outside."


David nodded, and followed Sam outside,
gesturing to Jailla to join them.  It turned out that the Guild Council was
just arriving as they stepped out of the building.  They all greeted Sam
warmly.  Each of them said hello to David, and shook his hand, but they
remained somewhat distant from him.  Sam explained this was normal, to try to
keep themselves impartial during the presentation ceremony.


David nodded, and stuck another pixie
stick in his mouth.


The first of David's invited guests to
arrive were his classmates.  Olissa, Gwen, and Jim all showed up together. 
Olissa and Gwen both gave him hugs, and Jim slugged him on the arm.  Shortly
after, Flo showed up.


"Hey, David," she said
brightly, giving him a brief hug.  "I'm glad you invited me, but I must
admit, I'm a bit surprised I was on your short list."


David smiled at her.  "You're a good
friend.  Besides, one of my potions was created specifically for your birthday
party, so I figured you should be here."


"You invented the bubbles for me?"
she asked.


"Yep."


"Well, thank you!"  She hugged
him again, and then moved off, to indulge in a snack.


David stood around for a while, until
Ellie showed up.  She hugged him and gave him a kiss.


"Nervous?" she asked quietly.


"Scared shitless," he
confirmed.


"You'll do great.  Try to
relax."


"Thanks."


"I'll see you after.  I need to grab
a snack.  I missed breakfast."


David nodded, and Ellie moved off.  At
that point, Penny faded into view, and gave David a hug and kiss, as well.


"Thank you for coming," David
said.


"I wouldn't miss it, even if I
didn't get an official invitation."


David grinned sheepishly.  "Well,
it's not like you need an actual seat..."


"I know," she said, smiling at
him.  "I'm not offended.  I'm just glad you invited me at all."


"I really wanted you to be here.  I
would have liked it if Lord Woodward could have come, too."


"He never leaves his castle."


"I know."


"Anyway, I'll be unseen, but rest
assured, I am here."


David nodded, then she kissed him again,
and faded out.


There was a lull in the arrival of
guests, so David partook of a snack.  He hoped it would calm his nerves a bit.


For once, David was not surprised by the
next guests.  He saw Giendia and Dubnin coming from a ways off, and so she
wouldn't be able to sneak up behind him and crush his ribs.  When they arrived,
she gave him a strong hug, and a passionate kiss.


"I missed you," she whispered.


"Given that you're an archer, that's
probably to my benefit," David quipped, before kissing her back.  Giendia
giggled at his comment after they pulled apart.  Dubnin then shook David's
hand.


"Thank you for inviting us,"
Dubnin said.  "We're honored that you thought of us."


"I'm glad you could come."


"I wouldn't miss it," Giendia
said.


David chatted with Giendia and Dubnin
until the next guest arrived.


"Miss J," David said in warm
greeting.  "You made it."


She looked at him quizzically.  "I
didn't have very far to come," she said with a smile.  "And I
wouldn't want to miss your Presentation Day."


"Thanks."  David gave her a
hug, and then she moved off to talk with Sam.


The next people to show up were the
Garibaldis.


"Hey, Joe," David said in
greeting.  "Hi, Zyla.  How are you doing?"


"I'm fine, thank you," she
replied.  "How about you?"


"Nervous as all get out.  And how's
Grace today?" he asked the infant, tickling her chin.  She burbled at him,
and giggled.  "Thank you guys for coming."


"We wouldn't miss it," Zyla
said.


"Even if it does mean missing my day
off," Garibaldi said, razzing David good-naturedly.


"Keep that up, and I'll sic Dean
Lengel on you," David replied with a mischievous grin.


"Not that, please," Garibaldi
replied.


"I'm not that evil, am
I?" a voice asked from behind him.  Garibaldi turned, and blushed.


"No, ma'am," he said to Dean
Lengel.


Dean Lengel looked at him with a tolerant
smile, and then turned to the guest of honor.  "David."


David looked around briefly for other
students before responding.  "Emile, thank you for coming."


Dean Lengel's smile grew a notch wider. 
"I'm proud of you," she said.  "This is a big thing.  Most
people don't make Master nearly so quickly."


"I just hope I don't screw up."


"I'm quite sure you'll do
fine."


"I wish I was as confident."


"No one ever is, in your position. 
Just try to relax and go with it.  All the really hard work is behind you
already."


"That's what Sam said."


"And she knows what she's talking
about.  Now, I'm going to go see what's on the snack tray today.  Good
luck."


"Thanks."


David did a head count and came up one
short.  He worried that his final guest might not arrive, but a few minutes
later, he saw her in the distance.  He smiled when she got within range.


"I was beginning to worry you
weren't coming," he said.


Cat smiled at him.  "Sorry, I had to
deal with something before I could come up here.  I was worried I'd be late.  I
wouldn't want to miss your ceremony."  She gave him a strong hug, and a
kiss on the cheek before pulling back.


"Well, you made it, and that's what
counts," David told her.  "How are things?  You and I haven't talked
for a while."


"Things are... okay," she
replied.


"You sure?  You seem troubled."


"Yeah, nothing to worry about.  Just
some routine crap going on."


David nodded, not entirely convinced.  He
was going to ask further, but then Sam showed up at his side.


"Oh, hi, Cat.  David, it's time to
go in."


David nodded, his nervousness returning
full force.  The Guild Council led the procession, with Sam and David
following.  The guests trailed behind.  As Sam and David stepped behind the
table, the Guild Council sat in the front row of seats.  The guests all took up
their places behind the Council.  Jailla once again flew off to a corner, to be
as far away from the potions as possible, while still attending the ceremony. 
Off to the right, the side with the water tank, now stood three other people
that David didn't recognize.  Now was not the time to be asking about them,
however.


Once everyone was situated, Sam put her
hand on David's arm, and then moved around to the front of the table.  David
stood, staring forward and not seeing anything, really.  He listened to Sam's
words.


"May it please the Council,"
she began, "we have all gathered here today to witness the Masterpiece
Presentation of David Stroud, apprentice of Samantha Stott, Potion Master Third
Class, Royal Potions Guild, and Guild Master Second Class, Callamandian
Concocters Conference."


The head of the Guild Council, an older
gentleman, responded, "The Council warmly receives its member and her apprentice. 
Whether we are pleased or not remains to be seen."  The gentleman smiled,
which was the only cue to David that this was a standard remark made during
these ceremonies.


Sam said, "As is the tradition of
the Royal Potions Guild, my apprentice has contrived ten potions of his own
invention.  He has done this over the course of one year.  In addition, I must
inform the Council that my apprentice has taken an additional, uncommon
step."


"And what might that be?" the
Council leader asked.


"My apprentice has combined all of
his ten potions into a single base potion."


There was some obvious stirring among the
Council.  The guests whispered to each other, as well.


"And how long did it take your
apprentice to create this base potion, in addition to the year for his
ten?"


Sam said, "That year of time includes
the creation of his base potion."


The Council stirred even further at
that.  Finally, the leader raised his hands for silence.


"You may proceed with the
presentation."


Sam turned to the table, where David had
left the piece of parchment he'd brought with him.  It was his list of
potions.  Sam looked at the list and then withdrew some parchment from her own
robe.


"First, if it pleases the Council, I
have here an affidavit of success from Madame Eleanor Abernathy.  Madame
Abernathy is the animal healer here at the Woodward Academy.  She asserts that
my apprentice has crafted a potion that is a cure for pegasus wing rot. 
Testing this potion before the Council is not possible, due to the time involved,
and so this affidavit is our only presentation for this potion."


"Madame Abernathy is
well-regarded?" the leader asked.


"She is an Animal Healer First Class
in the Allied Societies for the Preservation and Care of Animals," Sam
replied.


The leader nodded, and he took the
affidavit that was being offered.


"Now then," Sam said, and
motioned to one of the people standing off to the side.  David realized, as the
woman approached, that she was carrying a baby in her arms.  The child had been
silent throughout.


Sam motioned to David, and the lady
walked behind the table, carrying her baby.  David could see that the child was
infected with wilburwarts.


"How long has he been ill?"
David asked her quietly.


"A week and a half.  We're having
trouble getting him to eat anything," she said.  David could see the worry
in her face, and so he touched her gently on the arm.  He turned to Sam, who
just nodded to him to proceed.


David cleared his throat, and spoke. 
"This baby has the unfortunate malady called wilburwarts.  For those of
our guests who may not be familiar with it, it is an unpleasant condition where
the child ends up with pig-snout-shaped protrusions all over their body,
especially on their face.  While the disease itself is not fatal, it can scar a
child for life, and it also can cause dehydration and malnutrition, because the
sick child doesn't want to eat or drink anything.  I invented this potion
because my god-daughter was unfortunate enough to contract this disease."


David opened up his base potion and
poured some into a cup.  He then grabbed one of the ingredient flasks, opened
it, and dumped a small quantity into the cup.  The mixture turned blue.


David held the cup, and then turned to
the child's mother.  He spoke loud enough to be heard by everyone.  "I
need to warn you that the effects of the potion are very startling.  Your son
will make a strange squealing noise, and the wilburwarts will pop off and
explode on the ground."


The woman's eyes widened in shock. 
"This won't hurt him, will it?" she asked.


"No.  He should be quite happy in
just a minute."  David handed her the cup.


The woman carefully poured the liquid
into the child's mouth.  He swallowed it, then hiccupped.  Suddenly, he
squealed in surprise, and sure enough, the warts dropped off his face.  As they
hit the ground, they made a popping noise, and disappeared.  The woman looked
at her son, and saw a clean, clear, unscarred face.  She smiled widely at
David.


"Thank you!" she said.  She
gave him a hug, and then carried her child off.


The Council leader asked, "Can you
verify that this is a cure, and not a temporary reprieve?"


Sam held up another piece of parchment. 
"This is an affidavit from Madame Denise Cutner, Healer Third Class of the
Northern Callamandian Healers Association, that Grace Garibaldi, the original
trial patient, has been completely cleared of wilburwarts.  Also, Grace happens
to be here today, if you feel the need to examine her directly," Sam said,
motioning to the baby in the second row.  The Council members turned to look at
the little girl, who Zyla gladly held up to show them was fine and healthy. 
The Council turned back around, nodding.


Sam looked down at her list, and she said
to David, "Morphex."


David nodded, and he mixed up the
necessary potion before he said anything.  He then stepped around the table,
holding the cup of liquid.


"When I became a demighost, I had to
adjust to a certain number of... difficulties with my status.  One of the more
annoying problems a demighost has is that they cannot morph, and if someone
attempts to morph them, the demighost will be forced into their ghost form
until the following sunrise.  This is both painful, and annoying.


"In an effort to eliminate this
problem, I developed Morphex, a potion that prevents its user from being
morphed by anyone, even themselves.  The potion rejects the morphing hex
entirely, meaning that it doesn't trigger my body's natural reaction to change
to ghost form.  In order to prove this works, I will drink it, and ask the
Council to choose someone to try to hex me with a morph."  With that,
David upended the cup into his mouth, swallowing quickly.


"Whenever you're ready," he
told the Council leader.  The leader motioned to one of the other Council
members, who pulled out her wand.


"Any morph will do?" she asked.


David nodded.  "Even a simple morph
will trigger my ghosting reaction."


"Sakezi negabi!" the woman
chanted.  Her wand flared, and David's head glowed and sparked a couple times,
but nothing else happened.


The Council leader nodded.  "We will
accept this as proof that the potion works.  Is this potion specific to
demighosts, or will it work on any person?"


"It will prevent anyone from being
morphed."


"Very good."


David nodded in thanks, and turned back
to Sam.


"Merlung," she said.


David nodded and mixed up the necessary
potion.  He turned back and said, "To demonstrate this potion, I need a
volunteer from the audience."


"Why can you not try it on
yourself?" one of the Council members asked.


"This potion I call Merlung.  It is
designed to allow you to breathe, and speak, underwater.  While I can
demonstrate the speaking part, I do not need to breathe, and so you couldn't
really verify that the breathing part works."


"He has a point," the leader
said.  "Cassidy, will you test it for us?"


The woman nodded, and rose from her
seat.  David handed her the cup, and she swallowed the potion.


"Now what?" she asked.


David just motioned to the tank.  The
woman went over, and climbed up the ladder on the side of the tank, and then
she plunged into the warm water.  The sides of the tank were clear, and so they
could see her easily.  She was clearly taking several deep breaths, and gave a
thumbs-up sign, to indicate that she was breathing just fine.


David stepped over to the side of the
tank and said, "Could you recite something for us, to prove you can
talk?"


The woman began reciting a poem that
David didn't know, but it wasn't important.  The point was that she was clearly
breathing and talking underwater.  When the woman finished, David just gestured
to her, and she got out of the tank.


David used his wand to dry the woman off.


"Thank you," she told him, and
went and sat back down.


"Did you have any
difficulties?" the Council leader asked.


"None at all.  In fact, it was a
very unique and pleasant experience."


"Carry on," the leader said to
Sam.


"Incorporeus," she announced.


"Jim, you want to come up
here?" David said.  Jim, startled, got up out of his seat and stepped to
the front, embarrassed to be in front of everyone.


"Why you got to get me up
here?" he mumbled to David.


"Because this potion is all your
fault," David replied.  To the rest, David said, "Last year at
Halloween, my friend Jim here asked me if I would ghost him for the evening. 
As a demighost, I can temporarily ghost someone by holding onto them while I
fade myself.  They will, however, only remain a ghost for as long as I do, or
until the following sunrise.  I didn't ghost him last year, because I didn't
want to spend my evening as a ghost.  However, his question caused me to come
up with Incorporeus, the ghosting potion."


David mixed up the elixir in a cup, and
handed it to Jim.  "Bottoms up, buddy."


"I'm gonna get you for this,"
Jim told him, but he swallowed the mixture.  David made sure to be well outside
of arm's reach as Jim drank.


Suddenly, as Jim finished drinking, he
gasped.  His body was suddenly transparent, and had a slight glow.


"Could you walk through the table,
please?" David asked him.  Jim did so.  "As you can see," David
said to the audience, "Jim has received all of the basic ghost features. 
The only thing he cannot do is turn himself completely invisible.  Also, it should
be pointed out, because it might have some bearing on the legality of using
this potion, that ghost prevention devices do not work on a ghosted live
person."


"We will make note of that,"
the leader confirmed.  "Continue."


As Jim went back to his seat, Sam
motioned over another person from the side.  She turned to face the Council. 
"This is Terrance.  He is a vampire.  The next two potions in my
apprentice's presentation are specifically tailored to help vampires. 
David?"


David mixed up the two potions, and set
them on the table.  He looked up at the audience.  "A primary problem for
vampires is blood lust.  Blood lust, for those who don't know, is a strong
craving to drink blood.  They feel this craving even after having just fed. 
The longer they go without feeding on blood, the worse this craving becomes. 
At the request of one of the vampire families, I created Lust Less, a potion to
control blood lust.  Terrance, are you feeling blood lust right now?"


"Always.  But I have never heard of
such a potion."


"That's because I just invented
it," David told him with a smile.  He handed him the cup.


Terrance sniffed at it, and then,
shrugging, swallowed it down.  A look of peace suddenly adorned Terrance's
face.


"I have not felt like this... in a
thousand years!" he said.  "I feel nothing!  No craving at all!  This
is a miracle!"


"How long will the effects of Lust
Less last?" the Council leader asked, trying not to smirk at his
unintended alliteration.


"Well, of course, it depends on how
much of it you drink, but my trial shows that a single glass of it, like the
one he just drank, will control the lust for three days.  I'm told that a
vampire must feed every three days, anyway, so that is as long as it needs to
be, really."


The Council leader turned to Terrance. 
"Is this true?"


"Yes," Terrance confirmed. 
"We need to feed at least that often."


"And you feel no blood lust
now?" one of the other Council members asked.


"None at all!  It's wonderful!"


"Thank you.  You may proceed to the
next potion."


David used his mirror and dialed up Food
Services.  In a moment, there was a plate of pasta on the table.  Terrance
looked at it with a mix of dismay and desire.


"Another problem that vampires
suffer," David said, "is an extreme allergy to garlic.  This is
unfortunate, since garlic can actually help their body cope with its
condition.  So, to help them out with this, I came up with Allium Savis.  This
potion allows anyone with a garlic allergy to eat garlic without the nasty
consequences."


"Really?" Terrance asked in
surprise, to the amusement of the audience.


David handed him the cup of potion, and
Terrance drank it, wincing at the flavor.


"Now how long do I have to
wait?" he asked.


David grinned tolerantly.  It was exactly
what Mychel had asked.  "You don't.  You have about an hour now to eat
anything with garlic in it."  To the audience, David said, "Normally,
a vampire who consumed garlic would have their throat swell shut, be unable to
breathe or talk, and would spend a very uncomfortable few days.  This effect of
garlic is immediate, and something that they take great pains to avoid.  In
fact, bringing garlic into a vampire house is forbidden, a rule I had to break
to create this potion.  Go ahead and try it," he said to Terrance, meaning
the pasta in front of him.


Terrance dug in, shoveling forkfuls of
pasta into his mouth.  He seemed unconcerned about whether the potion would
save him or not.  Luckily for David, his potion worked, and Terrance felt
nothing other than the enjoyment of a long-forbidden flavor.


"I think the efficacy of this potion
speaks for itself," the Council leader said.  "Very nicely done.  I
would note, however, that this is not the only time during your apprenticeship
that you've violated rules.  While this one was not a Guild rule, another one,
was..."


David asked, "Are you referring to
my time with the lamias, sir?"


"I am."


"As I explained to Master Stott,
after reading the rules and evaluating the situation, I felt that my actions
were within the guidelines set down under Emergency Action."


"An emergency is a situation
occurring right now," one of the members said.  "You left them
enough potion for four months."


"Yes, sir, I did.  I knew that I
would not be able to return to their den at each incident of lusting.  The
guidelines do say that leaving a potion is allowed if the future danger is a
known fact, and if you can reasonably assume that you won't return to the scene
before that future danger occurs.  In the case of the lamias, sir, I was told
that nine lamias would go into lust within the next four months.  I was also
aware that, without the use of my Bloodbank potion, the male partners during
lusting would be killed.  My potion would save those nine lives, and its
absence would cause those lives to be lost.  I admit that I may have misinterpreted
the rule's intent, but as I read them, they seemed, to me, to say that this was
a valid use of the Emergency Action clause."


"Why did you choose four
months?" the leader asked.


"I was hoping to be through with my
apprenticeship by that time."


"And if you hadn't been?"


"I would have asked the guild,
through Master Stott, for guidance."


"Very well.  I personally have to
agree with your interpretation of the Emergency Action rule.  The Council has
decided not to invoke any disciplinary action for what you've done.  You may
continue with your presentation."


Sam said, "The next two potions will
be demonstrated together."  She motioned the last person standing to the
side, and he came over.  "This is Edward.  He is also a demighost.  He is
here to demonstrate two of my apprentice's potions."  Turning to David,
she said, "Bloodbank and Naproxen Ghostium, please."


David was a bit confused about what she
had planned, but he started to mix the potions.  While he worked, he explained
to the audience.


"While I was working with the
vampires, I discovered another potion, which will be useful not only to them,
but more importantly, to the lamias.  The problem that lamias face is that,
during mating, they drain their partners of blood, killing them.  The potion I
have named Bloodbank causes a person's body to always be full of blood, no
matter how much blood they started with, or how badly they're bleeding.


"The other potion here, which I've
called Naproxen Ghostium, is the first and only pain-relieving potion that will
work on a demighost.  It requires the potion to be ghosted, and also requires
an extra charm in order to be active."


Once he had finished his explanation, David
faded to ghost form.  He performed an etherium charm on the Naproxen Ghostium
potion, and then the activation spell.  With that done, he faded back to solid
form.


Sam handed the Bloodbank potion to
Edward, who swallowed it without hesitation.  He staggered suddenly.  There was
a bit of a stir in the audience, before David raised a hand for quiet.


"This is normal," David told
them.  "When Bloodbank is taken by someone who has no blood in them, there
is an initial rush of blood through the body, and it makes you dizzy. 
Demighosts have no blood at all in their bodies."  Turning to Sam, he asked,
"How are you going to demonstrate Bloodbank this way?"


Sam grimaced.  "The only way we
could think of."  She withdrew a small knife from her coat, and approached
Edward.  She asked him, "Do you want to do it, or should I?"


"I'd rather you did it, I'm a bit
squeamish."


It didn't take too long for David to
figure out what was going on.  "Whoa whoa whoa, whoa!"  He grabbed
Sam's wrist, and looked at Edward.  "You do realize this is gonna hurt
like hell, right?  And NG is a pain reducer, not a pain remover!"


"Eh," Edward said, shrugging. 
"I haven't actually felt pain in like, fifty years or something, anyway. 
Anything to change up the monotony."


David goggled at him in disbelief.  Sam
extracted her hand from his grip, which wasn't difficult, since he didn't want
to hurt her.


"We tried to think of something
else, David.  But there is no way to show that Bloodbank works, without someone
bleeding.  A lot.  This was the best we could come up with, and Edward
volunteered, once we explained it to him."


"I just want it said that I do not
like this method of presentation," David said.  "On the other hand, I
have no alternative method, either, so... I guess..."


Sam took hold of Edward's hand, and then
ran the point of the knife firmly down his arm.  Blood flowed freely.


"Ouch!" Edward said. 
"Damn, that fucking hurts!"


"I warned you," David said. 
"Pain isn't fun."


"No kidding!  What about that other
potion, now, huh?"


David turned to the Council.  "Can I
give him the other one?"


The Council leader nodded, and David
handed over the Naproxen Ghostium potion.  Edward gulped it down, and let out a
huge sigh.


"Damn, that's better."  To the
Council, he said, "The pain's still there, but it's a great deal less than
it was.  This is... manageable."


Sam bandaged Edward's arm magically, and
then escorted him to a chair.  When she returned, she said, "And there is
only one potion left.  I saved it for last, as a celebration.  David, if you
would, give us some FloBubble."


David mixed the potion in a large cup, and
pulled out his wand.  He said, "Ventus."  Once again, a wind issued
from his wand, and bubbles formed over the cup, floating up into the air,
filling the room with a rainbow of bubbles.


"And that's ten," Sam said. 
"If it pleases the Guild Council, we submit these as my apprentice's ten
masterpieces... no, eleven masterpieces."


David stood nervously while the Council
members conferred.  It didn't take them very long to come to a decision.  When
they were done, they all sat back in their seats.  The leader was the one who
spoke.


"It does, in fact, please the
Council.  Your apprentice has performed well, showing true mastery of the art
and science of potion making.  It is our honor to accept his masterpieces, and
to promote him from probationary member, to Potion Master Second Class.  It's
not often that an apprentice surpasses his Master, but your assertion to us,
Master Stott, was correct.  He is, in fact, better than you."


David was a bit floored at this notion. 
He was a higher-ranked Potions Master than Sam?  What kind of insanity was
this?


The Guild Council rose in unison, and
formed a circle.  The leader placed his hand out, palm upward, and the others,
in turn, placed their hand on his, palm downward.  When this ritual was
completed, the Council formed a line, facing David.  The leader stepped
forward, and Sam nudged David to take a step toward him.


"Master Stroud, in the name of the
Royal Potions Guild, it is my honor to welcome you to our ranks, and to award
you the rating of Potion Master Second Class.  Congratulations."


With that, as the leader was handing over
the badge that had been created by the Council in their circle, the audience
broke out into applause and cheers.  The leader shook David's hand, and then,
with a smile, he nodded, and turned away.  The Guild Council departed
immediately, and Sam raised her hands, to get the attention of the audience.


"If everyone will head back out to
the lawn, we've planned a reception party for our newest Potions Master."


As the others filed out of the room, Sam
gently took David's arm.  He waited, as she was clearly wanting privacy.


"I know what you're thinking.  You
don't even have to say it," Sam told him.  "After two and a half
years, I can anticipate your thoughts.  Yes, you are better than me.  Do
you know what I did for my Masterpiece Presentation?"  David shook his
head negatively.  "All but one of my potions was a pranking potion.  Why
do you think I teach them so early in the first year class?  They're what I
was, and am, best at.  The last one was a potion that has since been rendered
illegal to even produce."


"Yikes."


"Yeah.  I started out as a Fourth
Class.  I got promoted to Third Class just before I met you.  Trust me, David,
you are a far better potion maker than I will ever be.  I'm okay with that.  I
still got to teach you."


"Thank you, Sam.  For
everything."


Sam kissed him softly.  When she stepped
back, she smiled and said, "Now, let's go to the party."


-----


"Potions Master Second Class, hmm?  Couldn't
manage First Class, eh?" Garibaldi said, obviously teasing.


"Joe, be nice!" Zyla said,
smacking him on the arm.  "That's phenomenal, David.  You did great.  Some
of those potions... wow."


David smiled in embarrassment.  "If
you'll excuse me, I want to talk to Edward before he leaves."


Joe and Zyla nodded, and David moved over
to speak with the other demighost.


"Hey, uh... how's the arm?"


Edward turned from his contemplation of
the view.  "Oh.  No worry, it's fine.  It hurts a bit, but thanks to your
pain reducing potion, it's not too bad.  I did want to ask you something...
where in the world did you get the name Naproxen Ghostium?"


David chuckled.  "It's a pun based
on an Earth medicine."


"Ah," Edward said, nodding.


"Can I ask you... how did you become
a demighost?  You're only the second demighost I've met.  Other than myself, of
course."


"I made the unfortunate mistake of
offending a rather old and cranky dragon.  He cursed me.  The day I died, I
became a demighost."


"So, he didn't kill you
outright?"


"Oh, no.  Life for me, at the time,
was pretty miserable, so the dragon felt that killing me would be doing me a
favor, and he had no interest in that."


"How old are you?"


"Couldn't tell you.  I lost count a
long, long time ago."


"How old were you when you lost
count?" David asked.


"Three thousand and seven."


"Damn," David said.


"Which is why I hope you understand
that a couple days of discomfort really don't mean anything to me at this
point.  How did you end up a demighost?"


"I died in the presence of a cursed
demighost.  Seems we only come about through curses.  No wonder nobody likes
us."


"You seem to be well-liked enough
for all of us, if this gathering is any indication."


"I suppose," David said,
embarrassed again.  "I've tried to make my own reputation, rather than
living up... or down... to the idea people have of demighosts."


Edward nodded.  "Good for you.  I'm
one of those that helped give you that reputation.  I'm sorry.  I spent a great
many years causing a lot of trouble.  Then, even that grew boring."


"What do you do now?" David
asked.


"I live.  I work.  Occasionally, I
take a lover.  Once in a while, I travel the world, to see if anything has
changed."


"Has it?" David asked with a
grin.


"Not very much."


"Try traveling through Earth
sometime.  Though, you might want a refresher Earth Studies course first."


"Hmm.  You know, I'd never
considered doing that.  I may have to think on that.  Thank you."


David nodded, and offered his hand. 
Edward shook it, and then he moved off.  David looked around, and finally he
spotted Cat.  She was standing off to the side, just observing.  He went over
to her.


"Hey," he said.


"Congratulations!" she told him
enthusiastically.  She hugged him tightly, and gave him a soft kiss on his
cheek.


"Thanks.  What's bugging you?"


"Nothing," she said.


"Liar."  Cat blushed crimson. 
"C'mon, I know you well enough to know something's wrong.  Is there a
problem with Ben?"


Cat just shook her head. 
"Elliot," she spat.


"Ah," David said.  Elliot was
Cat's ex-husband.  He'd not caused much trouble the previous year, after the
hearing, and David was surprised that he was back being a problem now. 
"What's he done?"


Cat shook her head.  "I don't want
to ruin your special day talking about him.  I'm very proud of you, David. 
Master Second Class... that's outstanding."


David smiled, acceding to her unspoken
request to drop the matter.  He chatted with her for a while, before Sam came
over to them.


"Hey, Cat.  Mind if I steal him from
you?"


"By all means," Cat said.


Sam took David to the center of the
gathering, and then raised her voice.  "Everyone, you may continue to
enjoy the refreshments and chat for as long as you like.  My fellow guild
member and I, however, have some business that we must attend to.  Let's give
David one more toast."


"Hear, hear!" someone said.


After they had finished the toast, Sam
grabbed David's hand and led him away from the gathering.


"Where are we going?" David
asked her.


"Somewhere that I can reward you for
today properly," she told him, not slowing down in the slightest.


"Ahh," David said, smiling. 
"And this is urgent, is it?" he asked, teasing her.


"If you didn't want to be naked in
front of the Dean of Students, it is!" she growled passionately.


-----


When Sam had finally worn herself out, she
lay with David on her bed.  His hand caressed her side as they just looked at
each other.


"I'm not going to see much of you
anymore, am I?" she asked with a frown.


David frowned in response.  "I'd
like to say that I'll make a special effort to come and see you, but... you
know what school is like.  Even I get swamped, despite having an extra four
hours a day to do my work."


Sam ran her hands over his chest. 
"And my schedule's not much better, really.  With nothing forcing us to
see each other, it will be much harder.  But I want you to know something.  You
will always be welcome, in my classroom, in my workroom, in my apartment... and
in my life.  If you ever, ever need me, I'll be there for you.  If you
want to chat, talk out a problem, or see me naked, all you have to do is
ask."


David pulled her close to him, and they
kissed very tenderly for a long moment.  Finally, they broke lip lock.  David
said, "The same here.  If you ever need me, for anything, I'll be there."


"I have always known that," Sam
told him.


For the longest time, the two laid in
bed, just relaxing with each other.  Finally, they decided to get up and shower
together, slowly and calmly, just enjoying each other's company.


After David got dressed, Sam said,
"You're not wearing your badge."


David looked down.  "Yes I
am..." he said, fingering his Information Officer's badge.


"Not that one.  Your Guild
badge."


"I'm supposed to wear that?"


"We all do.  Though, if you're like
most of us, you'll want to size it down to a pin.  See, on my coat?  It's
there."


"That... I'd never paid much
attention to it."


"That's kind of the idea.  It'd be
awfully gaudy otherwise."


David pulled out his Guild badge, and
used a morphing spell to shrink it down.  He looked at his, and then at Sam's. 
"How come they're different?"  


Both badges bore the same insignia, which
was a six-pointed unicursal star, with the letters "RPG" in the
uppermost star point, and in the lowest point, a cauldron, couched in bamboo,
with an iris in front of it.  The symbology stood for wisdom, and the breaking
of hexes. The background color of each segment within the star was either
black, or red.  David's had more red segments than Sam's.


"The red indicates your rank within
the guild.  You're a Second Class, so you have only one black segment.  I'm a
Third Class, so I have two."


"I still can't believe you think I'm
better than you are," David said.


"Get used to it.  You are an
amazingly good potion maker.  I've never seen anyone as good as you at this
point in their career."


"Do I get a new certificate now?  My
old one says I'm a probationary member."


"No it doesn't," Sam said with
a grin and a wink.


"Ah."


"You will receive a new book of
Guild rules, however."


"Okay, that's good.  I should
probably wait to receive that before contacting Larentis and the
vampires."


"Larentis?"


"The leader of the lamias."


"Ah.  Yes, you have two or three
potions that are going to make you a lot of money, if you choose to sell them
in quantity.  The demand will be fairly high."


"How does that work, Sam?  I mean, I
haven't paid anyone for any of the potions I've made..."


"All the potions you've made have
been in the public domain.  Private potions don't get their recipes
distributed.  All of your Masterpiece potions are private, unless you choose to
release them.  You put a lot of work into them; you're entitled to be rewarded
for that."


"I already was... for like four
hours," he said with a grin, causing Sam to blush.


"You know what I mean," she
told him.  He smiled and kissed her.


"Sam... is it always this... well,
sad?  I should be really happy, shouldn't I?"


Sam smiled at him.  "I know what you
mean.  I don't get as close to most of my apprentices as I have with you.  In
fact, I've never dated any of my other apprentices.  It makes it a lot harder
to say good-bye."


"Well, it's not good-bye. 
I'm still going to be at this school.  And I will still see you.  Just
not as much.  I almost want to cancel my Yule plans with the Hasterscants, and
stay here with you, though."


"Please don't do that.  It'll only
draw out the sadness for both of us.  As you said, we will still see each
other.  We can do so whenever we want to.  But we do both need to move on. 
Tell me, will you take your own apprentice now?  You're entitled to."


David shook his head.  "Not while
I'm in school.  I don't have that kind of time."


Sam nodded.  "Good thinking.  Also,
here is your key to Alton Hall, and to room 218."


David looked at her as if she'd grown a
third arm.  "What do I need these for?"


"Well, actually, you don't, since
you could just walk through the wall, anyway, but in case you don't want to.  I
applied with Dean Lengel to give you your own workroom in Alton Hall.  This
way, you can still work on your potions in a secured environment.  Besides,
maybe I'll bump into you more often this way."  She smiled at him.


David took the keys and put them in his
pocket.  He didn't want to think about the fact that he now actually had full
and complete access to an entire school building.


"Will you take a new apprentice
soon?" David asked.


"Normally, I'd say no.  But in this
case, I might.  Just to help me adjust to not having you around so much.  I
feel a bit sorry for the one who comes after you, though.  My expectations may
be a bit too high for them."


"I doubt you'll let that color your
judgment," he told her.


There was a long pause, and then Sam
stepped to David, embraced him strongly, and kissed him passionately.  They
held onto each other for a long time before she finally stepped back.


"Good luck, David.  See you around
campus."


David looked at her.  "I love you,
Sam," he said.


"I love you, too," she said. 
"Now get out of here, before you make me cry."


David chuckled, and he kissed her again. 
With that, he left her apartment.  He still felt rather sad, but he knew that
the best thing to do was to keep moving forward.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"You're doing homework?" Jim
asked incredulously.  "Shouldn't you be out celebrating, or
something?"


"The celebration was
yesterday," David replied.  "Potions Master or not, I still have
Herbology homework to do."


"I guess," Jim said.


As David continued to work, there was a
knock at the door.  Jim got up to get it, as it was his turn.  David looked up
when he heard Jim invite the person in.


"Hey, Ellie," David said
politely.  "What brings you to Phoenix Dorm today?"


"Can I talk to you?" she
asked.  "Privately?"


"Sure, we can go in my bedroom. 
C'mon," he said, leaving his books and escorting her into his room,
closing the door behind them.  "So, what's up?"


Ellie looked a bit nervous.  She
fidgeted, and then said, "Well, I wanted to congratulate you on making
Potions Master," she said.


"Thanks," David said.  He
wasn't sure why that would make her nervous, though.


"Well... I mean, to congratulate
you... I wanted you to take my virginity," she finally said.  Though she
had sucked him off a few times since their first date, they had not gone any
further yet.


David smiled softly at her.  "That's
one hell of a Presentation Day gift," he said lightly.  More seriously, he
asked, "Are you sure you're ready?"


Ellie nodded.  "I'm scared, but I
think I'm ready."


David pulled her gently to him, his eyes
locked onto hers.  They kissed for a long moment, starting out tender, but
quickly growing in passion.  David held onto her softly, while Ellie was
gripping him quite fiercely, as if worried he would run away.


Finally, they broke their kiss.  David
pulled free of Ellie's grasp, and stepped to the bed.  He kicked off his shoes,
pulled his socks free with his feet, and then took off his shirt.  Ellie looked
on with avid interest.


When David stepped back toward her, she
put her hand on his chest, right where his scar was.


"That looks so painful."


"It was, at the time," he
said.  "Would you like me to warm myself a bit?  My normal body
temperature can be somewhat uncomfortable..."


"No," Ellie said.  "I want
you to be yourself."


"Okay..." David said.  He
stepped close to her and kissed her softly, keeping it brief.  He slid his hand
up onto her breast, squeezing softly and causing her to moan quietly.  Breaking
their kiss, he stepped behind her, and then wrapped his arms around her waist.


"Have I told you how beautiful you
are?" David asked her quietly, his voice whispering in her ear.


"Mmm," she said, as his hands
rubbed gently across her abdomen.  He passed quickly over her breasts - though
made sure to keep contact the whole way - and started to undo the top button of
her blouse.


"If I'm ever going too fast, just
let me know, okay?" he said.


"Uh-huh," she agreed.  She was
too nervous and excited for more conversation than that.


David slowly undid all the buttons on her
blouse, then pulled the front of it out of her skirt, opening it so that his
hands could roam her bare skin.  Ellie groaned as she felt his fingers brushing
her stomach.


After pulling her shirt off her arms,
David unzipped her skirt, and then both items fell to the floor, leaving Ellie
in nothing but her underwear and her shoes.  She stepped out of the shoes as
David moved around to stand in front of her.  He ran his hands along her arms,
and up onto her shoulders, then he stepped closer, so he could run his hands
along her back to the fastener on her bra.  Once he had that unhooked, he
stepped back, pulling the bra slowly off her arms, exposing her very nice
breasts to his view.


Ellie blushed as David studied her body. 
Her nipples hardened in the middle of her dark, small areolas, and she felt the
urge to cover herself, but she wanted him to see her.


After a moment, David took Ellie's hand,
and led her to the bed, gently pushing her down onto it, and then scooting her
into the middle.  He knelt over her, rubbing his hands along her sides.  He
then hooked his fingers into the waistband of her panties.


"Are you ready?" he asked. 
Ellie nodded.  She lifted her hips slightly, and David tugged her underwear
down off her hips.  He moved backward, pulling her panties as he went, and
keeping her legs closed for the moment.


When he'd gotten her panties all the way
off her legs, he ran his hands up her legs, until he'd reached her thighs. 
Slowly, tenderly, he slipped his fingers between her legs, urging her to part
them.  She got the idea, and though she was fighting her nervousness, she
parted her thighs, slowly revealing her pussy to David's gaze.


Before joining Ellie on the bed, David
removed his pants.  With those gone, he knelt between her legs, and then he
leaned forward, his head even with her knees.


"What are you going to do?" she
asked as he kissed the inside of her thigh just above her knee.


"Don't worry, you'll enjoy it,"
he told her with a smile.  She bit her lip, but lay back and let him do what he
was going to do.


David alternated legs, and slowly worked
his way up her thighs, kissing and licking as he went.  Finally, he was a mere
tongue's width away from her pussy.  He breathed in her scent, which was heavy
in her arousal.  Taking a deep breath, he slowly ran his tongue along the
entire length of her slit.


Ellie moaned loudly, and pushed her groin
against his face, hoping for more contact.  David obliged her, pressing his
tongue against her hole and wiggling the tip of it.  He caressed her legs and
hips as he continued to lick her pussy, and Ellie was soon squirming beneath
him.


David, sensing her readiness, moved his
mouth from Ellie's opening, up to her clit.  He flicked it repeatedly with his
tongue, and then delivered one long, slow stroke.  Ellie gasped, and her
writhing increased in force.  He repeated this pattern over and over, driving
her higher and higher.


Finally, Ellie screamed out in pleasure,
her orgasm washing over her.  She bucked her hips against David's tongue, and
he held on for the ride, continuing to assault her clit, driving her wild with
the sensations.  As she descended from her high, however, he stopped, and slid
up her body until he was lying next to her, his hand resting on her breast.


"That... was... intense," she
said, trying to catch her breath.  "What do you call that?"


David chuckled.  "It's called eating
you out, and any guy worth dating should be willing to do it for you."


"Mmm," she said.  "I like
it."


David let her rest for a few minutes, but
then he asked, "Are you ready for more?"


Ellie nodded, staring at him with a look
that pleaded with him to be gentle.


David took off his underwear, and then he
moved above Ellie.  He used his arms to hold his weight off her, and the head
of his dick was resting in her sparse pussy fur.  He rocked his hips, causing
the head of his cock to slip down and rub across her clit a couple of times. 
Ellie gasped at the feel of that.


After a moment, David moved so that the
head of his dick slipped down further, pressing against her pussy lips, right
over her opening.


"Are you ready?" he asked. 
"This is your last chance to say no before you're no longer a
virgin..."


"I don't want to say no.  You've
made me feel damned good so far..."


"This might hurt some.  Or it might
not.  Every girl's a little bit different.  I will go slow."


"Thank you."


David pressed forward with his hips, forcing
his cock past her pussy lips, into her tunnel, which was well-lubed, but very
tight.  He'd already seen that, despite being a virgin, her cherry was already
gone.  He didn't mind that; it only caused more pain, anyway.  He slowly worked
his way inside of her, pulling back slightly, and then pressing in further. 
Finally, he was buried inside of her to the hilt.  He paused and looked down at
her.


"How do you feel?" he asked
seriously.


"Full," she replied.


"Does it hurt?"


"No.  It just feels... full."


David smiled.  "Are you ready for
movement?"


"I think so."


David slid halfway out of her, and then
back in again, until he was once more fully inside her.  He repeated that,
keeping his movements slow and smooth, to allow her to grow more comfortable
with the feelings she was having.


Ellie's eyes went wide at first, and
then, as he kept moving, she closed her eyes, just enjoying the sensations of
his dick moving inside her pussy.  Her breathing got more rapid as her arousal
rose.  David did not increase his pace, but that was not necessary.  As he continued
to slip in and out of her, she began to moan, and then to cry out.  Suddenly,
her body shuddered violently, her pussy clamping down on his shaft.  Her orgasm
washed over her in waves, and David remained still, allowing her to enjoy the
sensation.


After a minute, Ellie looked up at
David.  "Wow, that was nice."


David smiled at her.  "Do you want
to continue, or are you feeling sore?"


"I'm feeling a bit uncomfortable,
actually.  I'm sorry."


"Don't be," he said, slowly
withdrawing from her.


"You want me to suck you off?"


"If you want to.  You're going to
taste yourself on me, just a warning."


Ellie nodded, and then proceeded to give
him her best blowjob to date.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"And I'll see you all next
class," Prof. Rutherford said, dismissing her students.


David waited until the others had left
before approaching her.


"Professor?"


"Oh, hey, David.  What can I do for
you?"


"I have a... non-class-related
question."


"Okay..." she said, looking a
bit dubious.


"Do you know what's going on with
Prof. Arpilla and her ex-husband?  I ask because..."


Prof. Rutherford held up her hand. 
"I know why you're asking," she said with a smile.  "Her ex has
been harassing her lately.  Mirrors in the night, people knocking on the door
and then no one being there... he even mirrored the school a couple times with
false complaints about her behavior.  His latest idiocy was that he tried to
have a piece about her published in the Gorumshead Crier, saying all sorts of
mean and spiteful things.  She asked us not to tell you.  How did you find
out?"


"It's kind of hard to miss that
she's in a bad mood.  When I saw her at my Presentation Day, she looked about
ready to cry most of the time."


Prof. Rutherford nodded.  "By the
way, I did want to congratulate you on your Mastery.  As to Cat... I think it's
really starting to get to her.  She doesn't know what to do about it, nor where
to turn for help."


"No, she knew where to turn for
help, ma'am.  She just didn't want to trouble me."


Prof. Rutherford smiled at him.  "I
suppose.  Now, the question is, what are you going to do about it?"


"I don't know yet," he
admitted.  "But something."


 


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~



















	
	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 4


Chapter 5: October


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Go on in, she's waiting for
you," Tracy said.  David nodded, and then knocked on the dean's door. 
When she responded, he went in.


"You wanted to see me, ma'am?"
he asked, noting that there were two other people present in the room.


"Yes, come in, David."  To the
other two, she said, "This is David Stroud, the school Information
Officer.  He's a fourth-year student, and he's done a lot of work toward
helping new arrivals cope with the school.  He's also just recently become a
potions master, so he knows the school, and his magic, quite well."


Turning to David, Dean Lengel said,
"David, this is Mr. and Mrs. Flanders.  Mr. Flanders is feeling a bit
anxious about the school, so I'd like you to show them around, answer any
questions they may have, and just generally help them get comfortable with the
idea of the school."


David frowned.  "I don't
understand... isn't this what orientation is for?"


"Well, orientation is actually for
the students, not really the parents.  Very few parents attend.  We do normally
have sessions for parents, but Mr. Flanders just married into the family, so he
hasn't had a chance to adjust to the idea of magic and such."


"Oh, okay.  Well, I've been there,
haven't I?" David said with a grin.  Dean Lengel smiled at him in return.


David turned to the other two. 
"Okay, if you'll come with me, we'll have a tour of the grounds.  While
we're walking, feel free to ask any questions you may have."  To the dean,
he asked, "What do I do when we're done with the tour?"


"You should come back here. 
The Flanderses are free to leave, or visit their sons, or whatever they
like."


"Yes, ma'am."


David stuck a pixie stick into his mouth
as he led the two people out of Beckett Hall.  He wasn't sure exactly what he
should tell these folks, so he decided to ask a few questions of his own.


"Okay, Mr. Flanders... what seems to
be the real problem?  Why does this all make you uncomfortable?"


"I'm a physicist.  What you're
suggesting is just not possible.  Magic violates all the laws of nature!"


"You mean, it violates the current
laws, as written down by man," David corrected.  "Two hundred years
ago, the laws of nature didn't involve relativity or quantum mechanics."


"Okay, I'll grant you that, but
you're talking about just a complete violation of the whole system."


"Magic is energy," David said,
as he motioned them to walk with him.  "What we learn to do here is to
manipulate that energy, to perform tasks.  You do the same thing with the
energy you have access to.  Your body manipulates its environment, with heat,
with your mild EM field, other things.  The manipulation of the magic energy is
pretty much the same."


"Then why isn't it obvious to
science?"


"Because a long time ago, someone,
somewhere, convinced scientists that magic wasn't real, and so science has been
doing its very best to ignore the magical energy field.  Instead, you've wasted
your time trying to find the Higgs Boson, which, whether it exists or not,
isn't likely to actually make any difference in anyone's life except that of
the researchers.  Magic, on the other hand, can have a rather drastic effect on
its users."


"And why is it that only some people
get to learn magic?" he asked.


"Only some people are capable of
manipulating the field directly.  Others simply can't access it.  I have a
feeling it was one of those people who couldn't access it, who was envious of
those who could, who convinced everyone that the wizards were faking it."


"Can you prove to me that magic
exists?"


"You made it all the way to Beckett
Hall without seeing proof of magic?" David asked incredulously. 
"Heck, you're about to ride on a rock lift.  It has no visible means of
support, and it gets surrounded by a magical protection field."


"All of which could be written off
as advanced technology."


"Okay, so what would convince
you of magic's reality?  Do I need to pull a rabbit out of a hat?"


"Can you actually do that?"
Mrs. Flanders asked, curious.


"Yes.  In at least three different
ways."


"Three different ways?" Mr.
Flanders asked.


"There are different forms of
magic," David explained.  "Different... categories?  I know of three
different methods for filling a hat with what is either a real rabbit, or
something that certainly looks like a rabbit."


"Any halfway decent stage magician
can pull that off, though."


"Which is why I wasn't suggesting it
seriously.  What would convince you?"


"Make something disappear.  I mean, really
disappear," Mr. Flanders said.  "In such a way that I can see it,
feel it, touch it.  Not at a distance, something right here, between us."


"Fair enough," David said. 
They stepped off the rock lift, and David walked them over to a picnic table.  


David motioned them to sit down at the
table, and he did likewise, sitting across from them.


"Mrs. Flanders, could you pick
something from your purse?  Anything will do."


"What for?" she asked.


"If it's something you brought with
you, then it can't have been previously messed with in order to fool you into
thinking it has disappeared."


"Good point," Mr. Flanders
agreed.  Mrs. Flanders rummaged through her purse, and came out with an eye
shadow pencil.


"Okay, place it on the table." 
Mrs. Flanders did so.  David said, "Now, I want you to keep your attention
on the pencil, but I am also going to keep both of my hands within your view at
all times.  This way, you know there is no sleight of hand going on, and I'm
not triggering anything.  My left hand, I will rest on the table palm facing
upward, so you know there is nothing in that hand.  My right hand is necessary
to perform the task, and it will go above the pencil, but I will not block your
view of the pencil at any time.  Fair enough?"


"Fair enough," Mr. Flanders
agreed, watching the pencil closely.


David lifted his right hand, holding it above
the pencil, but making sure that he wasn't blocking Mr. Flanders' view.  He
silently said a conjuring spell, and suddenly, with a soft pop, the pencil
vanished right before their eyes.


"Holy shit," Mr. Flanders said
quietly.


"Can you bring it back, or has it
been destroyed?" Mrs. Flanders asked.


"It's just been... moved.  It's been
put in a special place where I keep things I want to have with me.  I can bring
it back at any time."


"Do it," Mr. Flanders
challenged.  David silently chanted the charm, and, with another soft pop and a
slight flash of light, the pencil was once again sitting in the middle of the
table.  "Well, I'll be a son of a..."


"I should point out," David
said as Mrs. Flanders put her pencil away, "that this is fairly advanced
magic.  Conjuring isn't actually taught until your third year here."


"Can you show us a class in
progress?" Mr. Flanders asked.


David winced.  "What kind of class
would you want to see?"


"I want to see students all doing
something."


David considered for a long moment, then
stood up.  "Okay, come on.  I'll take you to a TEM class.  That's usually
pretty visual."


They walked over to Hughes Hall, and down
to Prof. Rutherford's classroom.  David poked his head in, to see that she was
in the midst of a pyromandy lesson.


"Can I help you, David?" she
asked, surprised to see him there.


"I have a couple school visitors
with me, who would like to observe a class in action.  Mind if we step in for a
couple minutes?"


"Not at all.  Just try to stay out
of the way."


"Of course."  David motioned
them in, and Mr. Flanders goggled.  The students were performing the dancing
flame lesson, so there were a lot of candles with flames waving back and forth.


"Couldn't this just be wind?"
Mr. Flanders asked.


David pointed to two candles, not three
feet apart.  They were dancing in opposite directions.  "A wind would be
more consistent, don't you think?  More to the point..."  David tapped one
student on the shoulder, and said, "Could you stop for a second?"


The student lowered her hand, and
immediately her flame returned to a normal, upright burning position.  David
took note that Mr. Flanders had seen that, and then he turned to the girl. 
"Thank you.  You can go back to it, now."


She nodded at him, and returned to her
task.  Immediately, the flame started to dance again.


David motioned the Flanderses out into
the hall.


"How far along were those students? 
What year are they?"


"They're a mix.  But that is a
third-semester TEM class.  Just like any college, you don't have to take
classes in a specific order.  For instance, I didn't start taking TEM until my
second year.  Some of my friends took it in their first year."


"Are there any required
courses?"


"Yes and no.  The only classes
you're absolutely required to take are the Basic Spells Curriculum.  That
involves Charms and Hexes in the fall, and Enchantments and Curses in the
spring.  There are, however, some other classes which they strongly encourage
you to take.  They like us to take both of the Magical Economics classes, to get
in at least one Potions class, and they encourage you to take either TEM or
Metamorphosis.  Also, if you stay for four years, you'll need at least one
history class, the Civics class.  That's necessary if you're going to pass your
citizenship exam."


"Wait a minute... what do you mean,
citizenship exam?  My sons are American citizens already by birth."


"But you're not in the United States
right now, Mr. Flanders.  You're in a country named Callamandia, in a world
called Dugerra.  There are various stages of wizarding licenses.  After your
second year, you take a test for your basic wizarding license.  If you pass
that, then you can perform magic whenever and wherever you like.  Up until that
point, you can only do magic on campus.


"After your third year, if you pass
the exam, you are allowed to travel, unescorted, through Dugerra.  Before that,
you have to be escorted by a citizen.  You test for citizenship after your
fourth year.  If you pass that test, you are a Callamandian citizen, and you can
choose to live in Dugerra, if you want to.  Up until that point, you can't
actually live here, except on campus.  Of course, I'm making the assumption
that you pass the test when you take it the first time.  Lots of people don't,
and that will push back all the other tests."


"So, if you get to be a citizen
after four years, why is this an eight-year college?" Mr. Flanders wanted
to know.


"There are additional certifications
and licenses to be obtained.  For instance, after your fifth year, you can test
to become a business owner.  The longer you stay, the more licensing you can
receive."


"Why learn this stuff?  What use is
it?"


David chuckled.


"Why is that funny?"


"Because I am regularly faced with
bits of magic that remind me just how grateful I am to live in this
world, instead of Earth.  Magic makes a great many things much easier.  For
instance, right now, I'm carrying every one of my textbooks with me, along with
my notebook, quills, parchment... in essence, I have everything I need to study
or go to class.  But I'm not carrying it physically, so I don't have that pain
in my shoulder or neck.  Here, let me show you."  David conjured his
backpack out of his Conjuring Room, into his hands.  He opened it, to show them
all the books inside.  It was clearly quite heavy.  When he was finished, he
conjured it away again.


Walking them out of the building, he
said, "During my potions apprenticeship, I invented a potion that allows
you to breathe underwater, without any gear.  Imagine being able to go diving...
without all that heavy equipment along.  There is healing magic which puts
'modern medicine' firmly in its place.  Morphing magic can allow you to change
one thing into another, which is very helpful if you have limited space.  And,
of course, there is divination, which allows you to know things that you would
otherwise not be able to know.


"Which is not to say that a lot of
magic isn't frivolous, but how much of technology is really useless junk?  Magic
is Dugerra's technology.  Only it's mostly non-polluting, infinitely renewable,
and doesn't cost anything."


"So, if that's the case, how does
anyone actually run a business here?  If you can create your own items, why buy
them?"


"Well, first off, not every wizard
can do every kind of magic.  For instance, I'm not very good at morphing
things, myself.  I can do the basics, but some of the more complex feats are
beyond me.  Second, there is only so much time in the day.  It takes time to
make potions, or craft spells, or to heal people.  Why don't people in Earth
perform all their own basic necessities?  Conceivably, they could... but it's
just not efficient to do so.  It's the same thing here."


"I guess that does make sense.  Can
you show us what our boys are learning right now?"


"Do you have a copy of their
schedules?"  Mrs. Flanders handed them over, and David looked at them. 
"Chances are they're at lunch at the moment.  Are you hungry?"


"Starving," Mrs. Flanders said.


David led them over to Byron Hall.  They
looked around, and finally they spotted their two sons.  David led them over,
and motioned them to sit down before he sat himself.


"Mom!  Ned!" one of the boys,
named Rod, exclaimed.  "What are you guys doing here?"


"Your step-dad needed a bit of
reassurance about your training," David explained.  The two boys nodded.


Suddenly, one of the pixies popped in,
and a menu appeared in front of the two parents, both of whom jumped, and
weren't sure where to look.  Their sons laughed, and David tried to hide his
grin.


"What's this?" Mr. Flanders
asked.


"Your menu.  The cafeteria serves
several options at every meal."     


"And... how do I order?"


"Just tell her what you want,"
David said, motioning to the pixie.  The parents did, rather hesitantly, and
then the pixie popped out of existence.


"What... was that?" Mr.
Flanders asked.


"A pixie.  She's your waitress. 
There are magical creatures in service throughout the school.  Centaurs are
part of the postal system.  Fairies of various kinds perform all sorts of
tasks.  Pegs provide transportation.  There are others, as well."


"And they are in... servitude?"


"Not the way you mean.  Creatures born
out of magic tend to feel a desire to serve.  The centaurs are hired workers. 
The fairies live on the campus, and they provide their services because they
want to.  The pegs are... well, not really domesticated, but there's a
long-standing friendship between pegs and people.  There are no slaves here,
but there are creatures who help out of their own free will."


The parents were startled again when
their food popped in.  They continued to pepper David with questions while they
ate.  The two sons looked a bit uncomfortable about the whole thing, but they
looked to David with gratitude for taking it all in stride.


"Well, I must say, I do feel a lot
better about things," Mr. Flanders admitted.  "But... what was it I
read in that one paper, about some kind of undead creature living at the
school?  Some kind of abomination?"


Rod and his brother, Todd, both groaned
and buried their head in their hands.  David chuckled at them.  "I believe
you're referring to the demighost?" David asked Mr. Flanders.


"Yes, that's what it was called.  Is
it safe for my sons to be around something like that?"


"Ned..." Todd started.  


David held up his hand to stop him.  He
turned to Mr. Flanders and replied with a smile, "You tell me.  You've
been talking to him for nearly an hour now."


David loved the look of shock on their
faces.


-----


"So, how'd it go?" Dean Lengel
asked when David returned to her office.  Mr. and Mrs. Flanders stayed with
their sons to finish lunch.


"Okay.  He just didn't believe magic
was real.  Once we got past that with a little conjuring, it was easier to deal
with him."


"Good.  I'm glad you were able to
help him out.  How are your classes going?"


"No big problems so far," David
assured her.


"Are you handling the extra class
all right?"


"My Sword and Staff class is
actually helping.  It's kind of a stress release."


Dean Lengel nodded.  "Good.  I'm glad
this year seems to be going well for you.  Thank you for taking up your lunch
period to lead them around.  I try not to take our Information Officer out of
class, but it does mean that you miss meals from time to time."


"Well, luckily for you, your current
IO doesn't get hungry, so it was no big deal."


Dean Lengel chuckled.  "Thanks,
David.  Have a good one."


"You, too."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"I don't get it.  How am I supposed
to conjure into a space I can't even see?" the guy asked David.


David replied, "You just have to
feel it.  This is the hardest part of conjuring... well, conjuring in the 'real
world', anyway.  You have to connect with the place you're sending the object
to."


"Hey, what if we're sending it to
someone else's room?  If we're then looking in on where we're putting it, isn't
that an invasion of privacy?"


David shook his head.  "You're not
actually going to see anything.  You're not doing this visually.  When you make
the proper connection, it's a sense of... availability.  Besides, do you know
how to peek into someone's room, without using hydromancy?"


"Ummm... no."


"Okay, then," David said with a
grin.  "Now, close your eyes.  That will help you shut out external
distractions.  Now, push your mind outward, in the direction of the box.  Find
the energy of the box, and then slip inside that energy.  Find the spot that
suggests availability, and center your thoughts there.  Then, perform the
conjuring."


The student did as instructed.  The
wooden cube he was using ended up embedded in the side wall of the box.


"Ugh!" the student said.  David
tried not to chuckle.  He conjured the cube out of the box's wall, and set it
back on the table.


"You missed.  Try again," David
said with a smile.


"But I did what you told me
to!"


"Your focus must have wavered near
the end.  With a target so small as this box, your precision is key."


"Then why are we working with it,
instead of like a big room or something?"


"Because if you have the precision
to get it inside the box, then you can get it inside of larger things... and
this will fit in the classroom.  Believe me, it gets harder after this.  The
box gets smaller."


"Shit," the guy muttered.


"C'mon, try it again."


The guy did, and this time, the cube
landed inside the box.


"Good work!  Now, keep doing that,
over and over again, until you can do it every time.  If you want a real
challenge, there are squares drawn on the bottom of the box.  Try to get your
cube to land inside of them."


"Yeah, right!" the guy said,
reaching in to take the cube.  David grinned, and moved on.


David moved from student to student. 
Prof. Blackstone was doing the same on the other side of the room.  By the end
of the class period, they had managed to spend time with each one.


Prof. Blackstone said, "Okay, good work,
everyone.  You're making progress.  I want you to practice this at least twice,
for a half-hour each time, between now and the next class.  More than a
half-hour starts to wear you out, but the long stretch of practice does help
ingrain these skills in your mind.  Also, read Chapter 4 in your book.  Don't
worry, it's short.  Next time, we'll expand upon this skill... or rather,
contract upon it, as the boxes next time will be about half this size."


The students all groaned, and Prof.
Blackstone grinned.  "All right, see you next class.  You are
dismissed."  Prof. Blackstone motioned to David as the other students were
filing out.  David walked over to him.


"Anyone having particular
difficulties that you saw?" the professor asked.


"Tony didn't manage to actually get
the cube in the box."


Prof. Blackstone nodded.  "Anyone
doing especially well?"


"A couple of them didn't need any
help.  If that counts as especially well...?"  Prof. Blackstone nodded. 
"Tish and Drake."


"Okay, good.  I must say, you're
better at this than I expected you to be, even with your extra studying.  I
think you're a natural conjurer.  How difficult do you find it to pick up new
parts of this subject?"


"Honestly, Professor, with the
exception of the Conjuring Room, I haven't found any part of conjuring hard to
understand.  Putting it into use can take me a little bit, but..."


Prof. Blackstone shook his head. 
"You're even faster than usual on that.  Most people take a while to
actually be able to use it, even if they understand it.  Okay, I was just
curious.  Make sure you have a good grasp on Chapter 4 by next time."


"Already read it twice, sir,"
David said.


Prof. Blackstone grinned.  "Good
man.  Have a good day."


"You, too, sir."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"So, how is your class with Prof.
Edgars going?" Prof. Qwellyn asked as they pruned some plants.


David replied, "Oh, fine.  I'm not
his assistant, though.  He doesn't have one.  He's a bit boring to listen to,
but he knows what he's talking about."


"He should.  I've heard that it's
his favorite subject.  That's why no one else teaches the 400-series Herbology
classes.  Prof. Edgars takes them all for himself."


David chuckled.  "I hate to say
this, but it suits his personality.  He's a bit creepy."


Prof. Qwellyn smiled.  "I think he
is much like the plants he teaches about.  Misunderstood."


"Oh, don't get me wrong, he's a nice
enough guy.  He's just... kind of creepy."


She smiled again, and nodded.


The two finished up their pruning, and
then they went back into her office.


"Well, thank you for the help,"
she said.  "I know that your learning in Herbology must be pretty slow
with me, compared to how fast you learned things in Potions.  I apologize for
that."


"Don't worry about it at all,"
David assured her.  "It's nice to be able to absorb information a bit more
slowly sometimes.  It helps me retain it better."


Prof. Qwellyn smiled.  "Okay, well,
we're done for today.  See you next Sunday?"


"Barring unforeseen oddities,"
David replied.  Prof. Qwellyn giggled.


David stepped close and gave Prof.
Qwellyn a brief hug.  It was only the third time he'd ever hugged her.  She
returned the embrace, and smiled at him when he let go of her.


"Take it easy, Miss J," David
said.


"You, too, David," she replied,
and then he left her.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"But isn't it just plain
unsafe?" one girl asked.  "I mean, with no police here to protect us,
what's to stop criminals from running rampant?"


Prof. Burke nodded with a slight smile. 
"And that is the issue that critics bring up, any time this topic is
debated.  Would anyone like to offer the counter-argument?"


The guy next to David raised his hand. 
The professor acknowledged him.  "Well, I mean... it hasn't actually happened..."


Prof. Burke chuckled.  "That is the
first portion of the argument.  But why hasn't it happened?  Anyone? 
Yes, Olissa?"


Olissa squirmed a bit.  She didn't like
speaking out in class.  "The penalties for even minor infractions are very
severe.  And, though the Rimohrs might not arrive quickly, they are well known
for tracking down and catching law-breakers.  The two things, put together,
make for a powerful deterrent.  Also, there is almost no recidivism of major
crime in Callamandia, because you get expelled from the nation after your first
one."


"Exactly," Prof. Burke said. 
"It is a basic tenet of Callamandian law that we do not have to put
up with your presence here if you cause us a problem.  Citizenship is not a
right, but a privilege.  Thus, if you do commit a crime here, chances
are you won't be here anymore to commit a second one.  Most Dugerrans don't
want to end up in Earth, so they don't commit serious crimes.  Those who
attempt to commit minor crimes... are likely to find themselves on the
receiving end of a hex from the person they're committing the crime against. 
It is somewhat dangerous to attempt, say, a mugging, when virtually everyone
who might be considered a target can turn you into a toad."


The class chuckled about that.


"Now, there are, of course,
arguments against this.  Can anyone raise one?"


Jess raised her hand.  When Prof. Burke
acknowledged her, she said, "Some people think that it's unjust for us to
be so harsh in our punishments, and that we should attempt rehabilitation of
the criminals, instead."


"Very good, very good.  And the
response?  Anyone?  David?"


David said, "I am less concerned
with being harsh to those who have violated the law than I am with the safety
and welfare of those who are living within it.  Attempts at rehabilitation have
not shown a great deal of success in Earth, where they are still being tried. 
In general, you cannot rehabilitate someone unless they want
rehabilitation, and if they wanted that, they could just ask for help.  There
are dozens of agencies in the United States, where I grew up, designed
specifically to help the less fortunate.  Even here in Callamandia, there are
two or three ministry offices designed to give assistance to the less
fortunate."


"Okay, and so now we have the
balance of the arguments.  On one side, the compassionate, who feel that the
criminals are unlucky, and need a second chance and a helping hand.  On the
other side, we have the protectors, who feel that criminals make a choice to do
what they do, and are more concerned with keeping them away from 'decent'
folk.  Let's explore this."


Prof. Burke turned and made two columns
on the writing board.  The next half-hour involved a very lively discussion
throughout the class.  By the time they were done, of course no consensus had
been reached, except that the whole thing was a very tricky situation to
handle.


"Okay, so, what have we learned? 
Ultimately, the character of a society determines the way in which it handles
crime and criminals.  Callamandia has chosen a more punitive model than some,
but a less draconian model than others.  No human nation in Dugerra, however,
has fully embraced the idea of rehabilitation of criminals.  Some are trying
pilot programs, and others have long-standing options for petty criminals to
ask for help, but ultimately, every human nation holds expulsion as its final
option for most crimes.  There are a handful of crimes for which execution is
still the standard punishment, and we'll discuss those in-depth at a later
time.


"That's all for today.  Please read
the section on the King's Council in your texts for next time.  It's chapters 7
and 8.  We'll discuss them in detail next class.  Good day to you."


As they all walked out of the classroom,
heading out of the castle, Jess and Gwen caught up with David and Olissa. 
David turned to Jess.


"I hope I didn't offend you with
anything I said in there."


Jess shook her head.  "My parents
are strong believers in the whole rehabilitation thing.  I've heard the
argument again and again.  I don't really know how I feel, even after being
part of a debate about it.  I do think that we're a bit harsh.  I mean, hell, you
spent two years under court surveillance just because you're a demighost. 
That's just wrong, in my opinion."


"Oh, sure, use my own history
against me," David said with a grin.  The others chuckled.  


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


 "Where you been?" David asked
as Jim came into their dorm room.


"With Sherry," Jim replied.


"Damn, dude... why don't you just
sleep in her room?  It's nearly eleven o'clock."


"I don't think her roommates would approve,"
Jim said with a grin.  "The noise, you know..."


David chuckled.  "So, finally
getting some regularly, huh?"


"Well... 'regularly' might be a
stretch, but we've done it a few times."


"Good.  Now I can stop listening to
you bitch about my love life.  Especially since it has contracted
recently."


"What do you mean?"


"Well, I'm not really seeing Sam
anymore.  Not that we broke up or had a fight or anything, but since I'm no
longer apprenticing, we just don't spend any time together."


"Oh.  Yeah, but you got to do her
for two and a half years.  The hottest teacher in the school."


David chuckled.


"And you've got Ellie, so it all
works out the same, doesn't it?"


"Meh, I guess.  Did you even get
your homework done?"


"Yeah, I did it at Sherry's."


"Not much of a date, is it?  You two
doing homework, side-by-side..."


Jim laughed.  "It wasn't a date, we
were just hanging out.  Don't you hang out with Ellie?"


"Not really, no.  But then, she's
not my girlfriend."


"Oh, c'mon, I heard you two.  Thick
doors or not, she's kind of loud."


David would have blushed at that. 
"She just wants a sex partner that she trusts," David said.  "We
are non-exclusive, at her request.  And we don't socialize, because she's
trying to make friends with her classmates."


"Oh.  Well, that makes sense, I
guess.  Anyway, I'm going to bed.  I have to get some sleep.  I've got a test
in the morning."


"I know.  I've got the same test,
remember?"


"Yeah, well... G'night."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Hey, David, did you hear?" Flo
asked him conspiratorially.


"Hear what?"


"There's been another theft.  This
time, over in Griffin Dorm.  That's the second one this year."


"I knew about the first.  They know
who did it?"


"No idea," she told him.  "It's
a phantom robber!" she said, trying to be all spooky.


David looked at her.  "Yeah, that's
probably what a lot of people are going to think."


She cocked her head at him, and then her
mouth dropped open.  "I didn't mean..."


"I know you didn't, Flo. 
That won't stop others from thinking it."


She frowned, and nodded.  "It's not
right that they think that about you."


David shrugged.  "I come from a long
line of troublemakers, I guess."


"But you've never done
anything!" she objected.


"Now, why in the world should they
let facts get in the way of their prejudices?"


Flo giggled.


"Anyway, let's go to class."


"'kay.  Hey, where's Olissa?  She's
normally with you."


"Sick."


"Serious?"


"Nah, just the flu.  But Healer Hall
told her to stay in bed for a couple days."


"Bummer."


David chuckled.  "Yeah.  I mean, if
you've got to stay in bed, it'd be nice if you could do something more fun than
sleep..."


Flo laughed.


-----


As David had predicted, several of the
students at the school were now accusing him of the thefts.  They were led by
Aaron, of course.


"Only a demighost could pull off a
theft with no clues.  Only a demighost would steal from other
students," Aaron said as David was walking past him in the lunch room. 
David stopped and turned, leaning down on the table to stare into Aaron's face.


"Don't you think," David said,
his look menacing, "That if I was going to break the law, I might do
something a bit more violent... to you?  I have no reason to steal
anything."


"Since when do demighosts need a
reason to be a problem?" Aaron sneered.


"We've always had a reason, Aaron. 
People like you give us that reason."


"What do you mean, people like
me?" Aaron demanded.


"Small-minded, limp-dicked,
ignorant, prejudiced jackasses.  Do I need to be more specific than that?"
David said, staring Aaron down.  "Do not try taking Marcus' place. 
You aren't even as good a wizard as he was, and he was a mediocre one, at
best.  I won't put up with your shit any more than I was willing to put up with
his... and you see where it got him, anyway."


"Yeah, because the dean of students
here is an incompetent, undead-loving..."


At the word "incompetent",
David reached across, grabbed Aaron by the lapel, and physically dragged him
across the table.  He allowed Aaron to fall to the floor, then he yanked him
back to his feet, clamped a hand across his throat, and slammed him down onto
the table.  Aaron's eyes rolled at the impact.


"Let me make this abundantly clear,
you asswipe.  You haven't got the skills to call the Novices here incompetent,
let alone Dean Lengel.  If you ever insult her in that fashion again, I
will see to it that you never sleep through another night at this school.  Got
it?"


Aaron saw the level of malevolence in
David's gaze.  He knew that David meant it.  He wasn't exactly sure what he'd
just been threatened with, but it sounded bad.  Aaron nodded.


"You want to call me names 'cause it
makes you feel big and important, fine.  You do not disparage this
school or its dean in front of me.  Now, wrap your mind around this one, and
I'll speak slowly and use small words so you can understand me.  I didn't steal
anything.  I don't steal things.  Get it?"  Aaron nodded weakly. 
"Got it?"  Aaron nodded again.  "Good."


David let go of Aaron and walked away. 
He ignored the looks he got from the other students, and he sat down with his
friends.


"You know he's going to complain to
Dean Lengel about you," Gwen said.


"Don't care," David replied. 
"I'm sick of him and his mouth, and if he keeps it up, I'm going to put
him in the infirmary.  I'll spend the time in detention."


"Or jail," Jess warned.


David shrugged.


-----


"So, there are still no clues?"
Dean Lengel asked Officer Garibaldi.


"Nothing that we can find."


There was a knock at the door, which
puzzled Dean Lengel.  She'd asked not to be disturbed while she was meeting
with the officer.  "Come in," she called out.


David opened the door and walked into the
room.


"Yes, David?"


"Hey, Joe.  Ma'am... I have a
request to make.  I'd go straight to Joe, but I have a feeling it might require
your permission."


"Oh?  What's your request?"


"I'd like to have a trace placed on
me."


Dean Lengel cocked her head and looked at
him strangely.  "Why?"


David snorted.  "Why do you think? 
You have two thefts with, at least from what I hear, no clues at either scene. 
You know what the school is already thinking."


"We have nothing that points to
you," Garibaldi objected.  "Or anyone else, for that matter."


"Having no proof it was me, isn't
the same as having proof it wasn't me.  The talk has already started. 
I'd really rather not spend another year like my first one.  If this guy,
whoever he is, is going to keep stealing stuff, I'd like not to be blamed for
it.  The only way to make sure of that is if you can prove I didn't do
it."


Joe looked at Dean Lengel.  "He has
a couple of good points.  As a demighost, he would be able to more
easily pull off the thefts.  And a trace would rule him out if another
theft occurs.  But I would need your permission, since I don't have any legal
reason to apply a trace to one of your students."


"I don't like the kind of precedent
this might set," Dean Lengel objected.


"There's no precedent being set,
ma'am," David replied.  "The school isn't enacting the trace; I am,
as a student.  This is the equivalent of me asking to have a truth potion
administered.  You can't force me to have the trace put on, but I can ask. 
Like I said, the only reason you have to be involved at all is that he needs
your permission to do it without a warrant."


"I suppose.  But there's also the
question of, are you always going to go this far to prove your innocence
whenever someone accuses you of something?"


"Go how far, ma'am?  Beyond this one
conversation, I don't have to do anything.  The trace gets applied, and
I go about my life the same as always.  If and when this guy commits another
theft, Joe here looks to see where I was at the time of the theft, and when it
shows that I wasn't at the scene of the crime, I'm ruled out as a possibility. 
I think this is the easiest thing I can do to clear suspicion."


Dean Lengel frowned.  "It's really
hard to argue with that logic, but I still don't like it.  I will, however,
authorize it.  Officer Garibaldi, if you would."


"I've got the necessary equipment in
the carriage.  You'll have to come down with me."


"Oh, won't that be cute.  If you
don't mind, I'll accompany you invisibly, just to keep from giving the school
more fodder for the rumor mill."


Garibaldi smirked.  "However you
want to do it."  To Dean Lengel, he asked, "Was there anything else
you needed to know?"


"Not at this time.  Keep me
up-to-date, please."


"Of course.  Come on, David."


After they had made their way down to the
carriage, David asked, "So, what was taken this time?"


"An old locket.  I don't get this
guy.  The thing had very little value, except to the person he took it from. 
The jewelry taken the first time didn't have a lot of value, either.  I mean,
if you're going to steal, steal something worthwhile."


"I'm sure it makes sense to
somebody."


"Yeah.  Anyway, let's get this trace
applied.  It's a good idea, by the way.  I don't think you're doing these
things, but there are Rimohrs who would, and they'll wonder why I'm not looking
really hard at you.  This will squash that kind of thinking."


"Yeah.  Now they'll just think I have
an accomplice."


Garibaldi grimaced.  "That just
complicates the whole scenario, really.  I mean, if your accomplice is capable
of committing the theft without leaving behind clues, then why did you need to
be involved at all?"


"I admit it doesn't make sense, but
I've already realized that people don't bother with things that make sense when
it comes to accusing people they don't like."


"Ain't that the truth."


"Speaking of people I don't like...
can I ask you for a favor?"


"Depends on what it is."


"I need some information about
someone.  Like... a background check of sorts."


"What for?"


"To help out a friend."


"Okay, who is it?"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"David Stroud?" said the voice
behind him.  He was sitting with his friends in the lunch room, and the looks
on their faces made him cringe slightly before he turned.


When he did turn, he saw two men wearing
a uniform that he was unfamiliar with.  Standing somewhat behind them was Prof.
Stott.


"Yes, that's me," David said.


"You need to come with us," the
one on the left said.


"Uh... what for?" David asked.


"The king requests your
presence."


"Eep," David said to no one in
particular.  "Really, guys, I didn't steal anything..."


Prof. Stott said, "The king just
needs to talk to you, David."


"Um... okay.  I, uh, guess I'll see
you guys later," he said to his friends.  "I hope."


David got up and followed the two men out
of the lunch hall.  Prof. Stott didn't go with him.  Jailla, who had been
flying around during David's lunch, winged down and landed on his shoulder.


"What's happening?" Jailla
asked.


"Wish I knew.  I have been summoned
by the king," he replied, sticking a pixie stick into his mouth.  The
guards looked back at him, but realized who he was talking to, so ignored it.


"Oh, dear.  What for?"


David shrugged.  "No idea."


David and the two men rode down out of
the mountain, and walked out to the street.  Sitting there was a royal
carriage, decked out in green and gold.  The Callamandian Crest adorned its
side. A full team of eight pegs waited in front of it.  The driver opened the
door, and the two men motioned David up into the carriage.  He entered, and was
shocked at the plushness of the seating.  He picked a chair which had a perch nearby,
and Jailla flew over to it.


Once the carriage was off the ground, a
young woman came to David.  "Would you like something to eat, sir?"


"No, thank you.  I just had
lunch."


"Very well, sir.  If you need
anything, I'll be right over there."


"Okay."


As the young lady went and sat down,
David turned to one of the guards.  "What's this about?"


The guard looked at him impassively and
said, "I'm just doing what I was told to do."


"Joy.  We'll be getting to Senesty
pretty late, won't we?"


"Yes.  You'll meet with the king
tomorrow morning."


What that really meant to David was two
missed days of school, at least.  He frowned at that, but there was very little
he could do about it.  You didn't say no when the King of Callamandia
'requested' your presence.


-----


The flight to Senesty was uneventful. 
The carriage landed in the street, and then pulled right into the palace
grounds.  The two guards handed David off to a young lady, who led him into the
palace, and down several hallways, to a bedroom.


"You'll sleep here tonight.  Someone
will be by for you in the morning."


"Okay."


The room was elegant, and even more
luxurious than the carriage.  When he sat down on the bed, it was the softest
he had ever slept on.


"You're not even remotely tired, are
you?" Jailla asked him.


"No, I'm far too keyed up."


"Try studying for a bit.  That
should bore you to sleep."


David chuckled.  He had two of his school
books with him, in his Conjuring Room.  He'd expected to need them for classes. 
Now, it did, indeed, seem like a good idea to get some studying done.  If he
had to miss class, he could at least keep up with things.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Your boots have never been that
shiny," Jailla said, staring at them.


"Yeah, I know.  The brownies here in
the palace must really like polishing things.  What do you think we're here
for?"


"I've got no better idea than you
do," Jailla told him.


A few minutes later, there was a knock at
the door.  David went over and opened it, finding a young lady in the hall.


"Yes?" David asked.


"The king is prepared to see you
now.  Are you ready?"


"Yes."  Jailla flew over to
David's shoulder, and then David followed the lady down the hall.  He hoped
that he wouldn't be going back to his room afterward, because he was completely
lost by the time they arrived where they were going.  They stopped in front of
a fifteen-foot-tall set of highly decorated doors, with two guards standing in
front of them.  A slight man in what appeared to be formal wizard robes
appeared out of a door to the side of the large doors.


"Is he ready?" the man asked
the lady.


"Yes, Minister," she said,
bowing her head slightly.  


"Good, good.  Open the doors,"
he said to the guards.


The two guards turned, each grabbing a
door handle, and then they pulled open the massive doors, revealing the throne
room on the other side.  The room was white marble, festooned with flags
bearing the Callamandian Crest.  A red velvet carpet marked the path from the
door to the dais where the throne sat.  On either side of the carpet, thirty-foot-tall
marble columns stood every twenty feet.  The room was huge, at least two
hundred feet long.  Windows along the one wall allowed sunlight to stream in.  Fire
bowls affixed to the wall on the other side finished illuminating the room.


A few dozen people were already in the
room, watching as the doors opened.  David felt very uncomfortable being the
center of all this attention.  He could see that the king was sitting on his
throne, gazing across the room at David, and so he had little choice but to
enter.


As David took his walk down the red
carpet, a crucial question occurred to him.  What the hell do I do when I
get there?  Drop to one knee?  Bow?  Say, 'Hey, how ya doin'?'  What?


The walk seemed to take forever, and
Jailla, seeing an acceptable perching place, flew off at the earliest
convenience.


Thanks a lot, you bastard, David
thought silently to his familiar.


Finally, David arrived before the king. 
The man appeared grossly ordinary, of average height and build.  He had black
hair, but it was greying at the temples.  He wore formal wizard robes of royal
blue.  The fastenings and other accessories on his robes were silver and gold. 
David didn't need to wonder if they were real or plated.  The king's crown was
a fairly simple one of gold, a circlet with six points.  The front point
consisted of a triquetra, and beneath it was inlaid a unicursal hexagram in
silver.  The crown bore only a single gem: a sapphire, in the middle of the
hexagram.


Having decided that his status within the
kingdom warranted the greatest amount of deference, David dropped to one knee,
bowing his head before the king.


"Rise," the king said
immediately.  David moved back to his feet, and looked up at the king.


"You sent for me, Majesty?"
David asked.  He kept reminding himself of all the rules of talking with
royalty: use their title, always show deference, do not challenge them even if
they're being an idiot.


"Yes.  It seems you've caused
something of a stir, Master Stroud."


"Sir?"


The king motioned for someone else to
come forward.  David turned his head, and then his body, when he saw Larentis
and Kiorin approach the dais.  David nodded to both of them.


"These ladies have come to petition
for the lifting of a royal decree.  They base their petition, so they tell me,
on work you have done, that in some way makes them less dangerous to
Callamandian men.  Further, the Royal Potions Guild informs me that you
displayed this work at your recent Masterpiece Presentation Day.  Is all of
this correct?"


"I believe so, Your Majesty."


"Explain it to me.  And please be
aware that I am not a Potions Master.  I apprenticed in
Enchantments," the king said with a grin.


"Well, Your Majesty, the concept is
fairly simple.  The thing that makes lamias so dangerous to human men is that,
during mating, the lamia drinks a huge amount of the man's blood, and this has,
in the past, always killed the man."


"Yes, I understand this.  How does
your potion remedy the situation?"


"It keeps the man's body filled with
blood by making more as the lamia drinks.  Thus, it prevents him from dying
from blood loss."


"That's it?" the king asked.


"What else is there?  Sex with a
lamia is not in any other way dangerous."


"And you can prove this works?"


"I can prove the potion does what I
say it does, yes, Your Majesty."  Turning, David asked, "Larentis,
have you made use of the potion I left with you?"


"Several times.  Your Majesty, these
four men have all mated with a lamia in the last three months.  They have all
used Master Stroud's potion.  As you can see, they are perfectly healthy."


"Healer Cameron?  Is this
true?"


The Royal Healer stepped forward. 
"Yes, Your Majesty.  I have examined all of them, and found them to be in
perfect health."


"This seems like such a simple
solution to the problem.  Why did no one else think of it?" the king
asked.  Not getting an answer, he looked pointedly at David.  "Well?"


"Sorry, Your Majesty, I thought the
question was rhetorical.  I could only give you my opinion on the matter, as I
have no real knowledge of why this was never attempted before."


"And what is your opinion?"


David shrugged.  "People have been
too busy hating them to consider how to help them."


The king's face broke into a smile. 
"I think you just might be right, Master Stroud.  Madame Larentis, have
you worked out an agreement with Master Stroud for a supply of his
potion?"


"Not yet, Your Majesty.  We haven't
had the opportunity.  We are willing to pay whatever he would ask, however, if
it will allow us to have the decree lifted."


The king nodded.  "Well, Master
Stroud... what is your price?  The Royal Potions Guild has offered to
manufacture the potion in sufficient quantities to serve the lamias' needs, but
the potion belongs to you.  It is therefore your right to demand a fee for each
use."


"Before I decide, Your Majesty, who
would be paying that fee?"


"While normally the fee would be
paid by the person purchasing the potion, in this case, the kingdom has agreed
to provide the potion to those who need it.  Therefore, the kingdom itself
would be paying you."


David considered for a moment, and looked
over at the lamias, then back to the king.  "Your Majesty, I am fully
prepared to release my rights to this potion, in light of how much it will help
both the lamias and the vampires.  As long as the Guild agrees not to charge
more than the cost of manufacture, I would only request a single payment, in
whatever amount the kingdom considers acceptable, to be paid directly to The
Woodward Academy of Magical Arts, to be used for whatever project the Dean of
Students feels most worthy."


There was a stir in the room.  Such a
potion could make a Potions Master very wealthy.  Even if they charged just a
small fee for each use, it would amount to a fortune very quickly.  To
surrender the potion to public use was to throw away a massive asset.  The king
understood this.


"You understand, if you do this, you
can never charge for the use of this potion?" he asked.


"I understand, Your Majesty.  But I don't
need the money as much as I need the feeling of knowing I have helped the
lamias into a better place."


The king nodded.  He looked to the Guild
Council members who were in the throne room.  "How soon can you have enough
of this potion made?"


"Within the day, Your Majesty."


"Very well.  Let it be
written," the king said, then turned to the Court Scribe.  "Are you
writing this?"  Seeing that the scribe was ready, the king continued,
"From this day forth, the decree that any lamia should be killed on sight
is hereby rescinded.  The Lamia race is restored to full Callamandian
citizenship, and they are henceforth accorded all of the rights and
responsibilities of full citizens.  Further, it is decreed that the Lamia race
is required to use Master Stroud's potion...  What is it called?"


"Bloodbank, Your Majesty,"
David replied.


"It is decreed that the Lamia race
is required to employ Master Stroud's Bloodbank potion during all mating
attempts.  This potion is to be provided by the Royal Potions Guild, who shall
not charge more for this potion than it costs to produce."


"It shall be done, Your
Majesty," the king's minister replied.


Turning back to David, the king said,
"Would a half million granas given to the school be enough gratitude, do
you think?"


David was caught short.  He wasn't sure
exactly how to answer that.  Finally, he said, "If His Majesty feels that
is appropriate, it certainly sounds acceptable to me."


The king laughed.  Settling, he said,
"I understand this is not the only potion you made to help some
less-than-loved race."


"No, sir, it's not.  I also crafted
two potions specifically for the vampires."


"You, yourself, are a demighost, I
understand.  Is this correct?"


"Yes, Your Majesty."


"Well, you are certainly not living
up to their reputation.  For which I and my kingdom are grateful.  To express
that gratitude in a way that will be known by all..." the king raised his
voice again, "I hereby decree that Master David Stroud shall be awarded
two chevrons, for meritorious service to the kingdom."


At that pronouncement, a young boy
approached David, and held out a framed board, covered in midnight blue velvet,
on which was a gold medal.  The medal was a pair of upward-pointing chevrons,
with a star dangling from the center of the lower chevron, with the year
emblazoned upon it.  An arch above the top chevron bore the words,
"Meritorious Service to the King".  Beside the large medal was a much
smaller gold pin, which was a rectangle with two chevrons inside it.  It
reminded him of one of the symbols seen on the door of Castle Woodward.  He
took the board from the boy, who bowed to him, and moved off.


"Though you may wish to wear the
actual medal to important functions, the smaller pin is designed for daily
wear," a nearby functionary explained.


"Are there rules about how to wear
it?" he asked quietly.


The man handed him a small piece of
parchment, then nodded and backed off.


David turned back to the king. 
"Thank you, Your Majesty.  This is an unexpected honor.  I am glad that I
was able to be of service.  To the lamias, to the kingdom, and to you."


The king nodded, and then those present
applauded.  As the applause died down, the minister conveyed David out a side
door, so that the king could get on with his daily business.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


By the time David had returned to school,
it was late, and Jim was already asleep.  David had simply settled in and gone
to sleep himself.  He was sure there would be plenty of questions the next
morning.


When David entered Byron Hall for
breakfast, plenty of people were already there.  His appearance started a bunch
of whispering.  He knew that word of his being escorted off school grounds
would have spread like wildfire, and he was sure they were all speculating
about where he'd gone.


"Back already, Stroud?" Aaron
said snidely.  "I felt sure they'd keep you in jail for the thefts longer
than a day!"


David turned to Aaron, making sure that
his chevron pin was clearly visible to him.  "Actually, I had to go have a
chat with the king.  By the way, your name came up.  The king told me to tell
you that you're a dickfer."


"He said what?" Aaron said,
scrunching up his forehead.  "What the hell's a dickfer?"


David looked at him with mock pity. 
"That explains so much, Aaron.  You poor soul."  With that,
David walked away, while those around Aaron laughed uproariously.  Aaron,
realizing what he'd said, now was blushing furiously.


David made his way over to his usual
table, where most of his friends were waiting.  Jim was notably absent, sitting
over with his girlfriend, Sherry.


"David!  Where did you go?"
Gwen asked.  "Is everything okay?"


"Can I sit down, first?" he
asked Gwen, who blushed crimson.  David sat next to her, and then placed his
order with the pixie.


Before he could start in on his
explanation, Flo asked, "Is that what I think it is?"  She was
pointing to the small pin he was wearing.


"Probably," David said.  To the
group as a whole, he said, "I had to go talk to the king about one of my
potions."


"Which one?" Olissa asked.


"Bloodbank.  The lamias asked to
have the kill-on-sight decree lifted, since Bloodbank makes it safe for them to
mate with men.  Since it was my potion, the king wanted to talk to me about
it."


"So, did he lift the decree?"
Gwen asked.


"Yeah.  He also mandated that they
have to use Bloodbank during mating."


"That's going to make you even
richer," Simon said.


David just shook his head.  "I gave
up my rights to the potion.  I don't need the money, and I'd rather that one be
out there to help people."


"Is that why the king gave you the
medal?" Flo asked.


"I assume so.  That, and my potions
for helping the vampires."


"What medal?" Simon asked.


David pointed to the chevron pin on his
lapel.  Simon had overlooked it in the clutter that was now David's coat
lapel.  "Holy shit.  Two chevrons?"


"Yeah, I was confused by that, but
you can't very well ask the king why he gave you more than you think you
deserved, so..."  David shrugged.  The others chuckled at that.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Now, villainheart.  The very name
tells you it is not a plant to be handled carelessly.  If this plant's needles
prick you here in class, you will spend a week in the infirmary.  If it were to
happen out in the wilderness, you would be dead by the end of the day.  Pay
close attention to its appearance; identifying it may save your life some
day."


A student raised a hand, and the
professor acknowledged her.  "So, why are we messing with it at all?  I
mean, I know we ask this question all the time, but what good is this
stuff?"


Prof. Edgars just cocked his head very
slightly, and then said, "David, would you care to field that one for
me?"


David grinned, and said,
"Villainheart is used in many potions, including three very prominent base
potions.  It's a good, solid ingredient for strengthening the effect of
potions."


"You mean, you use poison, in
potions?"


"All the time.  The act of adding it
to the potion usually neutralizes the poison."


"Usually?" she asked.


"Some potions... are
poisons."  David shrugged.


"Now," Prof. Edgars said,
nodding to David, "I want you all to don the heavy work gloves.  These all
need to be repotted, and so you will need to be extra careful in what you're
doing.  In order that you do not need to handle this plant too often, it is
advisable to pick a pot that it is not likely to outgrow for a while."


The students all went looking for the
largest pot they could get their hands on.  David found a pot roughly three
times the size of the current one in which the plant sat.  This was quite a bit
smaller than those of his classmates.


"Do you know something we
don't?" the girl on the other side of Olissa asked him.  Her pot was
nearly twice as big as his.


"Well... what I know is that this
plant can't kill me," David said with a smirk.  The girl blushed
and giggled, and Olissa just shook her head at David, and grinned.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"I'd almost forgotten how good it
feels to have sex," Giendia told David.  The two were resting together in
the forest, at the same spot that she had first brought him the previous year. 
Things had gone considerably better this time around, and they had celebrated
her successfully defended championship at the Centaur Games.


David was sitting on a small boulder, so
that he could be close to the same height as Giendia.  She was resting her head
on his shoulder, her arms wrapped loosely around him, her naked breasts pressed
into his chest.  His arm rested along her back, and the two just sat quietly
for a while.


Finally, Giendia sat up, and then kissed
David softly.  When she broke their kiss, she said, "Thank you, again, for
accepting me."


David ran his hand along the side of her
face, brushing her hair back.  "Only a crazy man wouldn't.  You're
beautiful, kind, smart... and you hit like a charging bull," he said, to
twist her tail.  Giendia blushed crimson, but smiled back at him.  The two
returned to kissing for a while.


When they took another break in their lip
lock, David said, "I notice that your rank pendant has changed."  The
medallion that hung against her forehead on its chain now had a star right
above the downward-pointing chevron.


Giendia nodded.  "I got the star on
my birthday.  It means I'm an active-duty soldier."


"I missed your birthday?  Damn. 
So... what do you do, as a soldier in the centaur military?"


"Nothing, yet.  They induct soldiers
twice a year, in January and July.  I leave to go south in January for basic
training."


"You mean, you won't be here
anymore?" David asked with a frown.


"Not for a couple years, at
least," Giendia said, mirroring his frown.  "I'll maybe be able to
come back when I get leave, but those will be short visits, at most."


"When do you go?"


"January 6th."


"Dammit, I won't even be around to
say good-bye.  I'm spending the Yule break in Bellamy."


"It's okay," she told him.


"I don't want to lose you as a
friend," he told her.


"You won't.  We'll always be
friends."


"And if you do get back up
this way... maybe we can visit this spot while you're here," he said with
a wink.


Giendia blushed, and smiled.  "I'd
like that."  The two returned to kissing, and soon their passions grew,
and the forest was filled with the sounds of their lovemaking once again.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Hello, can I help you?" the
man asked David.


"You're the editor?" David asked.


"Yes..."


"I was wondering how I might go
about getting an article published in the Crier."


"Are you a reporter?" the man
asked.


"Well..." David hedged.  He
explained his situation to the man, and then they discussed things.  When David
left the office, he knew he'd have to talk to Dean Lengel, as he would need the
school's permission to keep his new job.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"I still don't get what he meant by
telling us to water the plant internally," Olissa said.  She was talking
with David as they walked from their Herbology class up to their Conjuring
class.


"He means you have to use magic when
you water.  As you're pouring the water, you use the misting charm.  It allows
the water to penetrate right through the skin of the plant.  For some plants,
like cloverhoof, it's the best way to get water to them, because they soak up
water so poorly the regular way."


"Oh.  How did you know that?"


"My time with Miss J.  We handled
several plants that were like that."


"You never really talk about your
Herbology apprenticeship.  Will you be getting mastery in that, too?"


David shook his head.  "I'm not her
apprentice.  Fairies don't do apprenticing, and strangely, there's not really
an Herbology apprenticeship system.  There's not even a real guild, just a
trade association.  So, I don't know how you're supposed to know when you're an
Herbology 'Master', if there even is such a thing."


Well, two and a half years of class, plus
two years of extra training, has to put you close," Olissa said.


David snorted.  "I sure don't feel
like it."


The two continued to chat as they walked
along the rim of the Academy Moat towards Hyneman Hall, where their Conjuring
class was located.  As they approached, they saw Gwen and Jess waiting, sitting
on one of the benches.  They were kissing.


"Hmm," David said with a grin.


"I didn't even know Jess was
gay," Olissa said.


"Me, either.  But come to think of
it, I've never seen her with a guy."


They approached their friends, who both
blushed when they saw David and Olissa.


"Hey, you guys.  How long you two
been going out?" David asked.  His voice indicated only curiosity; he knew
Gwen well enough to know not to tease her about her lifestyle.


"Only a few days," Jess
answered.


"Well, that's cool," David
said.  Turning to Gwen, David decided to twist her tail in the one way he knew
was safe.  "Are we sharing this one, too?"


Gwen blushed purple, and Jess laughed at
her girlfriend's reaction.  Jess looked at David and said, "Sorry.  You're
cute and all, but I'm not into guys."


David chuckled, and nodded, and then they
all headed into the building for their Conjuring class.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"You're going to have to do
something, and soon," Prof. Rutherford said to Cat.  "No offense, but
you look like hell."  The two were sitting at a table in the lunch room,
talking about Cat's ex-husband.


"I know.  It's frustrating, because
I really don't know how to handle him.  And what makes it worse is that Ben is
getting upset, because he doesn't know what to do, either."


"Not much of a fighter, is he?"
Prof. Rutherford asked.  She didn't much care for Ben Marland, Cat's boyfriend,
but that was merely a personal preference.


"C'mon, Niobi.  Not now."


"Sorry.  He's a nice guy, and if you
love him, that's fine.  I just don't like his type."


"I know.  And you're right; he isn't
much of a fighter.  That's not what he does.  When he gets upset, he goes and
sculpts something."


"Well, then your ex should be good
for business, at least..." Prof. Rutherford said with a grin.


Cat shook her head in bemusement. 
"You..." she cut off her sentence, because she saw David approaching
their table.  "Hey, David.  How are you today?"


David stepped to the table, and nodded to
Prof. Rutherford, who smiled and nodded in return.  Then David set something on
the table in front of Prof. Arpilla.


"I shouldn't have to go behind your
back just to find out that you need some help, Cat.  I thought we had an
agreement where your slimeball ex was concerned."  With that, David walked
away, leaving the copy of the Gorumshead Crier that he'd set on the
table.


Cat looked down at the paper.  "Oh
my god."


The headline read, "Arpilla Slings
Mud in Custody Fight, Hides Dirty Dealings".  Cat quickly read the
article, which talked about Elliot Arpilla's attempts to defame Cat's
character, along with his efforts to hide some of his less-than-savory business
deals.  The article tied it all together as part of Elliot's attempt to regain
custody of his two children.


After she had passed the article over to
Prof. Rutherford, Cat said, "What I don't understand is how they knew all
this.  How did they put it all together?"


Prof. Rutherford just handed the paper
back.  "If you don't know that, then you didn't pay attention to who wrote
the article."


Cat looked down.  There, under the
headline, was the by-line.  "By David Stroud, Woodward
correspondent".


She looked up at Prof. Rutherford, who
just looked back at her and said, "I told you that you should have
said something to him.  He has a knack for fighting battles, playing by the
rules, and winning."


There were tears in Cat's eyes.  She
nodded at her friend.  "I don't know how to thank him for this."


Prof. Rutherford snorted.  "If he
wanted you to thank him, he'd have stuck around while you read the article.  He
does what he does because you're his friend.  We could all use a couple friends
like him."


"Amen to that," Cat said,
wiping her eyes.  "Hopefully this will shut Elliot up, at least
publicly."


"If not... next time, don't make
David have to be a detective just to find out what's wrong, okay?"


"Okay."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~






















	
	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 4


Chapter 6: November


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Uncle David, could you pass the
carrots, please?"


"Sure, Garrett."  David passed
over the carrots to the boy, who piled them on his plate.  Angela was already
picking at her food, like usual.  David was having dinner with Cat, Ben and the
kids at her request, not that David minded.  They were in her apartment, rather
than having gone out to eat, as it was more private, and less stress on the
children.


"So how are your classes going so
far?" Ben asked David.


"Pretty good.  Thankfully, I haven't
had any really confusing classes this year, at least not yet.  Sword and Staff
makes me a bit sore, though."


Ben chuckled.  Cat asked, "Why are
you taking a weapons course?"


David frowned.  His reason hadn't become
any clearer with the start of the new year.  He replied, "Just in
case."


"Are you gonna go into the
army?" Angela asked him.


David smiled at her.  "I don't think
so... but you can never tell, can you?  Who knows what tomorrow might
bring."


"You're a crystallomancer," Cat
said with a grin.  "You're supposed to know what tomorrow might
bring!"  The adults chuckled.


David responded, "Okay, fair
enough.  And this crystallomancer thinks that having some weapons training
might be a good idea for his future."


"Are you expecting trouble?"
Ben asked seriously.


David looked over at the kids, and then
answered very carefully.  "I don't clearly see any problems in the near
future, no."


Ben understood what David was saying, and
let the matter drop.  When they had finished dinner, including dessert, the
kids asked to be excused, and then the adults went into the den.  Ben offered
David a drink.


"No, thank you.  I never acquired a
taste for alcohol."


Ben nodded.  Cat, expecting David's
response, brought him a glass of juice.  Then she sat down on the couch with
Ben.


"David... I want to thank you for
your help with Elliot," Ben said to him.  "I don't know how you came
up with the idea of the newspaper article... nor how you got them to publish
it."


"Getting them to publish it was
easy.  They just hired me."


"So you're a reporter now?"


"What, you didn't notice that
pin on my coat?  Seriously, my coat is getting very flashy-looking with all the
shiny stuff on it.  Anyway, yes, I'm their school correspondent.  I'm supposed to
report on anything interesting that happens up at the school.  At least,
anything that might be of interest to someone in Gorumshead."


"Won't that add to your work
load?" Ben asked.


David shrugged.  "I don't have a
minimum number of articles to turn in.  They pay me for each article, not by
the day, so they won't really complain if I don't turn in that much. 
Otherwise, it's just a matter of me paying attention."


"So, you took on even more
responsibility, just to help us out," Ben said.


David grimaced.  "I did what needed
doing."


Cat said, "I'm sorry that I didn't
tell you about Elliot, David.  I just figured you had enough to worry about,
what with your Presentation Day, and the new school year, and... I hear you
have a new girlfriend, so I didn't want to interfere with that..."


David snorted.  "I don't have a
girlfriend.  If you're talking about Ellie, our relationship is... non-traditional. 
I haven't even seen her in three days, because we've both had other things to
do."


"Oh.  Well, anyway... I know I
should have said something, because I promised to keep you up to date on his
actions, but... you just didn't need the extra hassle."


David frowned.  "Cat, you're my
friend.  Since I seem to be continuing last year's trend of losing friends, I'd
like to keep the ones I've got.  And to me, one of the things friends do is
help each other out, when they can.  If you need help, ask.  Trust me
not to try to take on more than I can actually deal with."


Cat nodded, frowning.  "I'm
sorry."


"It's okay, but you'd better
let me know if he keeps pulling shit."


"We will," Ben promised.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David was eating breakfast with his
friends, just chatting, when suddenly the table was disrupted.  A brownish blur
streaked past, then came back.  It bounded up Gwen's arm, across her shoulders,
and back down the other arm.  It then stopped for long enough to see that it
was a squirrel.


"Peanut!  Settle down!" Ellie cried,
coming over to their table.  The squirrel, apparently named Peanut, chittered
and scampered away from Ellie, stealing a piece of fruit from David's plate. 
"Sorry, guys," Ellie apologized.  "I just can't get her to
settle down."


Suddenly, from behind Flo's neck, a loud
chittering was heard, and Pickles emerged from beneath her hair.  He scampered
down Flo's arm onto the table, and confronted Peanut.  A fierce round of
chittering followed back and forth, and then Pickles lunged at Peanut, who
deftly sidestepped, bounded up and over Pickles, and ran off down the table. 
Pickles screamed after Peanut while the others laughed.


"Guess she told you," Flo told
Pickles, who twitched his tail and then made his way back up to his usual
resting spot behind Flo's neck.


"Haven't you got control of her
yet?" Gwen asked.


"How do you get control of a willful
familiar?" Ellie asked.  "She doesn't listen to anything I say."


"Gee, I know that feeling. 
At least your familiar can't trash your entire room with a single shout,"
Olissa said.


Ellie smiled.  "I guess that's
true.  Still, I wish she'd settle down."


"She doesn't really seem to be much
of a match for you," David said.


"Oh, she and I get along great, when
she's not all hyper."


"And that would be..." David
asked.


"When she's asleep, mostly,"
Ellie said with a grin.


The group laughed.


"Listen, since I'm here, David...
you want to go out Friday?"


"Sure.  Seven?"


"'kay.  See you guys later."


"Well, Peanut sure made an
impression," Gwen said with a grin.


"Is she always like that?"
Simon asked.


"No, not really.  But when she gets
wound up, watch out.  So, where you going to take her on Friday?" Gwen
asked David.


"None of your business, Miss
Nosy-Britches," David said with a grin.  Gwen blushed while the others
chuckled.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"You wanted to see me, Ma'am?"
David asked.  He had been called to the infirmary by Kippy.  Dean Lengel was
standing over one of the beds, where a boy named Walt was lying.  He was in
David's Herbology class, and had accidentally mishandled one of the plants. 
"Geez, Walt.  You look like a pumpkin."  The boy's skin was orange,
and had a grainy texture to it.


"Thanks a lot, David," Walt
said, his voice a little muffled because his face was too stiff to talk
properly.


David grinned.  "Hang in there,
buddy.  Annie will get you fixed right up."  To the dean, he asked,
"What did you need?"


"Mr. Orben's parents will be
arriving in Gorumshead shortly.  I'd like you to go meet them and escort them
here.  Also, you'll need to show them where they'll be staying while they're
here."


"Okay... uh... where will
they be staying?"


"In detention housing.  Room 1 is
actually just guest quarters."


David nodded, and the two walked away
from Walt's bed.  "Is this normally a job for the IO?"


"Yes, why?"


"I'm wondering, then, why you and
the other staff have always been so involved when I've been injured."


"Two reasons," she said.


"Okay..."


"The first is that you have no
family.  When that happens, we try to fill in the support gap for the
student."


"Okay.  And the second reason?"


Dean Lengel looked at him as if he should
know already.  "Because you are our friend, David."  She gazed at him
intently, to make sure her message was getting through.  Once she was sure of
that, she said, "Anyway, please go down to the coach station.  They will
be arriving in about a half hour."


"Do I take them to quarters first,
or to the infirmary?"


"Whichever.  Taking them to their
quarters first may take up less of your time."


David nodded.  "Okay."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Excuse me, Prof. Edgars," a
small voice suddenly said to him.


Prof. Edgars looked up, to see the pixie
floating next to him.  "Yes, what can I do for you?"


"I hate to interrupt your class, but
Dean Lengel needs one of your students, David Stroud, to report to her office
immediately."


"Very well.  Mr. Stroud, the Dean
needs to see you.  If you do not make it back to class, get your assignment
from Miss Volaire."


"Yes, sir."


"What's this about?" Olissa
whispered.


David shrugged.  "No idea."


David packed his book bag and hurried out
of class.  He headed up to the Academy level, and over to Beckett Hall.


"Good afternoon, David.  You can go
on down to room 108.  She's waiting for you there."


Room 108, David remembered, was the conference
room where Officer Garibaldi had interrogated Cherise.  That gave him something
of a hint of what was going on.


David walked down the hall and knocked on
the door.


"Come in," the dean's voice
said.


David opened the door and stepped inside. 
"Madame Dean..."


In the room with Dean Lengel were
Officers Garibaldi, Columbo, and one other that David didn't know.


"Joe, Vivian... I'm afraid I don't
know you..."


"David, this is Agent Fred Wilson. 
He's the head of the local office."


"Sir," David said, shaking his
hand.  "What can I do for you guys?"


"There's been another burglary,
David," the dean told him.


"Where were you today, around
noon?" Agent Wilson asked politely.


"Noon... well, let's see, my Civics
class ended at 10:30, and I went back to my dorm room to put up my books... I
studied there for an hour or so, then I met my friends at Byron Hall... I guess
at noon I was eating lunch, or in the lunch room, at any rate."


"Can anyone other than your friends
corroborate that?"


"Why aren't his friends good
enough?" Dean Lengel asked.


"Madame Dean... they're his
friends.  They would lie to protect him."


"I take offense to the notion that
Woodward Academy students would lie-" the dean began, but David cut her
off.


"Ma'am, he's just doing his job... and
anyway, I don't need anyone to corroborate my story, as Officer Garibaldi well
knows."


"I do?" Garibaldi asked.


"Joe, you put a trace on me the last
time you were here."


"Oh, shit.  I'd forgotten!"


David rolled his eyes, and Vivian
chuckled.  Agent Wilson said, "Let me get this straight.  You've had a
trace on you since the last robbery?"


"Yes, sir."


"By whose authority?" Agent
Wilson asked, giving Officer Garibaldi a withering look.


"By mine," David said.  Wilson
looked at him.  "I knew that I would be a prime suspect, because the
burglar hasn't been leaving any clues as to how they're getting into the
rooms.  So, I figured it made sense to be a bit pro-active about clearing
myself, and asked Garibaldi to put the trace on, just in case there was another
theft."


Wilson nodded.  "In that case, let's
call up the trace."  Wilson pulled out a piece of parchment and unrolled
it on the table, using a couple books from the shelf to hold it open.  Taking
out his wand, he tapped the parchment and said, "Mostrala ubi cacho
David Stroud."  It was weird to David to hear his name incorporated
into a spell like that.


On the parchment, a map suddenly
appeared.  It showed the floor plan of Beckett Hall.  A flashing dot indicated
David's location.  Non-flashing dots seemed to show the position of Agent
Wilson and the others.


"Okay, we know the trace is
working," Agent Wilson said.  "Now, we will have to track you for the
last few hours.  Mostrala ubi cacho David Stroud setrie gante," he
told the parchment.


Suddenly, the page blanked, and redrew
itself.  This time, it showed the castle.  A clock drawn in the upper left
corner indicated that the time was 10:15am, four hours ago.  It showed the
flashing dot in the History classroom.


"I was in Civics at 10:15,"
David reminded them.


The clock moved forward quickly, at about
one minute per second.  Soon enough, it showed David the Dot moving out of the
castle, and down the winding stairway to the Academy Moat.  The dot moved
across the terrace, and then down into Phoenix Dorm.  The dot stayed put for
about a minute, representing the hour that David had said he was studying.


While they watched the unmoving dot,
David asked, "So, where was the theft?"


"Sphinx Dorm," Garibaldi told
him.


"I haven't been there since last year,
that I can recall," David told him.  Garibaldi just nodded.


Soon, the dot began to move again.  This
time, it headed up to the terrace, where it met up with other dots, and then moved
across to the lunch room.  Again, the dot remained stationary for a while, then
it moved across the terrace again, making its way to Alton Hall.  It wiggled
slightly as they moved around in the greenhouse during their lesson, but
eventually the dot left the building, to come up to Beckett Hall.  The clock
stopped moving when it showed the current time, and David's current location.


"And that's that," Agent Wilson
said.  "Unless, that is, you're skilled enough to break a trace."


"That can be done?" David
asked.


"Yes," Garibaldi told him. 
"And as an Advanced Divination student, you might know how to do it."


David grumbled.  "So this didn't
prove anything one way or the other."


"Actually, it did," Agent
Wilson said.  "You can use any piece of parchment you like to display a
trace, but this particular piece of parchment is enchanted.  Had the trace been
tampered with, the parchment would have shown that.  You would have to be a
phenomenally good wizard to fool this kind of enchantment.  Your Divination
instructor indicates that you are quite capable, but that you haven't reached
this level, yet."


David nodded.  "So why did you
suggest that I might be skilled enough to break the trace in the first
place?"


"I wanted to see your
reaction."


"Oh."


"Unfortunately, Madame Dean,"
Agent Wilson said, "With Mr. Stroud here ruled out, that leaves us with no
suspects at all.  We didn't find anything of use, once again."


Dean Lengel frowned.  "We cannot let
these crimes keep happening," she insisted.


"We're doing all we can."


"Can I make a request?" David
asked.


They all looked at him.


"Could I take a look at the crime
scene?"


"Why?" Agent Wilson asked.


"Well," David said, "it
seems to me like someone is maybe trying to frame me for the thefts, and if
that's the case, I'd like to nail their ass to the wall.  But, also, I'm wondering
if you guys might be missing something.  I mean no disrespect, but it occurs to
me that what seems out of place to you and what seems out of place to a current
student might be two different things."


Agent Wilson frowned. 
"Unfortunately, I can't dispute that logic.  On the other hand, to have a
student poking around in an investigation..."


"A student who has helped us in the
past, I should point out, Agent Wilson," Garibaldi said.


"Yes, I read Reed's report.  He
likes doing things his own way, I understand."


David tried not to bristle at that.


"He got the job done, is kind of the
point, though."


"Fair enough.  Madame Lengel, your
opinion?"


"I trust David enough to have made
him the school's Information Officer.  I do think he should be escorted at the
scene, however.  Not because I don't trust him, but because it eliminates the
possible claim of scene tampering."


Agent Wilson nodded.  "Okay. 
Garibaldi, Columbo, you can take this one from here.  I was only involved
because of their relationship with Mr. Stroud," he explained to Dean
Lengel.  "Mr. Stroud... good luck, but if you do find something, don't go
chasing criminals on your own."


"I know better than that,"
David assured Agent Wilson.


"Good."  He nodded to everyone,
and left the conference room.


"Come on, David.  Let's go check out
the room," Garibaldi said.


As they walked down to the dorm, David
asked, "What was taken this time?"


"A book of poetry, a gold quill, and
some jewelry again."


"Any of it worth any real amount of
money?"


"Not really.  The gold quill is
worth about a hundred granas, and that would be the most valuable thing
taken."


"I don't get this guy's motivation. 
He keeps stealing mostly worthless items."


"Maybe it's not a guy," Vivian
said.  "They keep taking jewelry, which might suggest a female."


"Fair enough, though wearing the
stolen jewelry around school wouldn't be terribly bright."


"They're a thief.  How bright can
they possibly be?" Vivian asked.


David smiled at her.  After another
little while, he asked, "Say, why did Agent Wilson know so much about my
Divination skills, if you hadn't told him about the trace?"


"You were a suspect.  He did a full
background check on you, including talking to every one of your
instructors."


"Joy," David said sourly.  They
continued the rest of their walk in silence.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"What happened yesterday?"
Olissa asked as soon as David sat down to breakfast.  "You missed
Conjuring class, and you weren't at dinner..."


"There was another theft,"
David said.  The others at the table looked up.


"They don't suspect you, do
they?" Gwen asked immediately.


"Well, they would have, but I had
Joe put a trace on me the last time he was here, and that cleared me of
suspicion."


"So, what took so long?" Olissa
asked.


"I asked to see the crime
scene."


"Why?" Simon asked.


David frowned.  "Someone's working
really hard to make it look like I committed these thefts.  I don't like that. 
The Rimohrs aren't finding squat, so I thought maybe I might see something that
they'd missed."


"Did you?" Flo asked.


"No," David said with a
disappointed scowl.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David waved his hand in a tight arc,
causing a splash of water to jump out of the moat.  He was practicing his TEM,
concentrating on the new skills.  The water leapt upward, and before it had a
chance to drop back down, David blew softly, causing a wind to arise.  He moved
his hands in the prescribed manner, and the water formed into a ball, hovering
on a tight column of air.  Slowly, he brought the water over the land, so that
it was now spinning slowly a few feet in front of him.


Once he was sure that his sphere was
stable, he began to manipulate the air column, making the ball slip this way
and that, rising and falling.  Eventually, he had it doing a loop.


He'd not been paying attention, but David
had gotten the interest of passing students, most of whom were lower level than
he.  No one disturbed him, but they watched with some awe as he worked with the
water and the air.


Inevitably, something had to interrupt. 
In this case, it was Aaron again.


"Showing off for the sycophants,
Stroud?" he sneered.


David looked over at Aaron while keeping
the ball of water suspended.  David then looked around.  He had been so intent
on his practice that he'd not really noticed the crowd.  He looked back to
Aaron and shrugged, not deeming him worthy of a response.


Aaron didn't like being ignored. 
"You may think you're hot shit, Stroud, but you're not all that."


"Better than you," David said,
returning his attention to his water globe.


Aaron sputtered for a second, then said,
"We'll see about that!"


As Aaron reached for his wand, David's
hands moved like lightning.  The globe of water collapsed, shooting outward in
a horizontal cylinder of water that impacted Aaron in the middle of his chest. 
The blast was so forceful it knocked him to the ground.  He got up after a few
seconds, soaked and sore.


"Yeah, I guess we did see,"
David replied, then turned and calmly walked off.  The other students, who had
been watching David, all laughed at Aaron, who stormed off in a rage.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Now, I want you to take your
viewing lenses and set them in front of you," Prof. Zoroaster said.  He
pulled a small blue ball out of his pocket, and set it on his desk.  "I
want you to focus the viewing lens on this object."


"But Professor," one of the
students said, "What's the point?  It's just sitting there."


"Ah, but the viewing lens will let
you see who is carrying the ball.  A viewing lens has to be focused on
something for it to work.  In this case, we will use the ball.  When we're all
ready, I'll have one of you take the ball and leave the room, and we will use
our lenses to follow them."


David raised his hand.  Prof. Zoroaster
said, "Yes, David?"


"Just out of curiosity... when I
went to the Centaur Games, they used viewing lenses for the steeplechase.  What
were those lenses focused on?"


Prof. Zoroaster grinned.  "Those
lenses are a couple steps up from these.  They were enchanted to follow the
leader of the race.  It's a more difficult enchantment, since the focus can
shift.  For now, however, we will work with this simpler method.  Now, go ahead
and start your enchantments."


David looked at his notes, and then
motioned with his hands while saying the spell.  When he finished, the crystal
in his viewing lens glowed a deep purple for about five seconds, and then
faded.  David picked up the lens and looked through it, and saw the ball
sitting on Prof. Zoroaster's desk.  He turned around on his stool, to face the
back of the room, but the lens still saw the ball.  Satisfied with this result,
David nodded to himself, turned back around, and set his lens down to wait for
the rest of the class.


After several more minutes, Prof.
Zoroaster said, "Okay, now that we've all got something that we hope will
work, it's time for the ball to go bye-bye.  David, if you would, could you
take the ball and leave the room?  I'll watch through your lens, to make sure
it works."


"Where do you want me to go,
Professor?" David asked quietly as the professor handed him the ball.


Prof. Zoroaster shrugged.  "Wherever
you like.  If I don't know where you're going, then they are certainly not
going to know, unless their lenses work.  Take your books with you; there's no
need for you to come back here once we're done."


"Okay, Professor."


David packed up his notes, slung his pack
on his back, and headed out.  He wasn't sure where to go.  He could go down to
the terrace... but then he decided to go in a direction most other students
wouldn't choose.  He headed around to the stairs up to the castle.  It was a
snowy day, and David had to walk through several inches of it as he went up the
stairs.


David moved quickly, as the class was
nearing an end.  He walked through the castle gate and looked around.  The
castle was always prettier in the winter, although it was hard for him to
really see it right now, as the snowfall had just picked up strength.  A strong
wind was blowing, swirling within the castle walls, and making it very hard to
see.  David moved across the courtyard to the keep, stopping for a moment on
the steps, which were protected from the snow by a roof.  After stamping his
feet clean of snow, he opened the door to the castle and headed inside.


David stepped into the Great Hall of the
castle, which was lit by the torches on the walls.  It felt warm in here,
though David didn't know how they heated the castle.


A buzzing in his pocket told David he had
a mirror call.  He pulled it out and said, "Hello?"


Prof. Zoroaster was on the other end. 
"Thank you very much, David.  We're finishing up class now, so you don't
need to keep wandering.  Your lens worked perfectly, by the way."


"That's good.  Well, I'll see you
next class, Professor."


"Good day,"


David fogged off, and was just about to
put his mirror away when it buzzed again.  He held it up.  "Forget
something, Professor?"


"I haven't been a professor in a
while," Dean Lengel said with a grin.


David chuckled.  "Sorry, ma'am.  I
was just talking to Prof. Zoroaster, and I thought he'd forgotten to tell me
something.  What can I do for you?"


"Where are you at the moment?"
she asked.


"Up at the castle, why?"


"Oh, good.  That's where I was about
to send you.  The snowstorm has gotten very bad, and it's not safe outside for
people to be moving around.  I've cancelled classes for the rest of the day.  I
need you to go tell each of the classes there in the castle that they need to
stay put until I give the all clear.  The food service pixies will serve dinner
in the Great Hall."


"Yes, ma'am.  I'll go do that now. 
How many classes are meeting right now?"


"Four."


"Okay.  I'll get right on that.  Do
you need me to go anywhere else?"


"No.  You should stay put as well. 
It's really nasty out there."


"I can travel by... other means, if
you need me to..."


"No, we're handling everyone else. 
But the castle students have a good place to ride out the storm, so they might
as well just stay there."


"Okay.  Let me know if there's
anything else I can do."


"Surely.  Good luck."


David smiled as he fogged off.  I'm
not going into battle.  It's just a snowstorm.


David knew that he wouldn't find each
class fast enough, since their class period was almost up.  He moved back to
the front door and leaned against it, thus blocking anyone from leaving.


In a few minutes, students started
streaming into the hallway.  It was a first-year who reached David first.


"Uh, can you get out of the way,
please?" the girl asked politely.


David shook his head.  "You can't go
out there."


"Who says?" another student, an
older student, demanded.


"Dean Lengel."


"What the hell is this shit?"
someone else shouted.


Just then, Prof. Gardner and Prof. Burke
both showed up in the hallway.  They had been talking with each other, and were
a bit surprised to see a bunch of students milling about the entrance hall. 
They made their way to the door.


"David?  What's going on?"


"The storm outside has gotten really
nasty.  Dean Lengel has closed the school, and she has directed us to stay in
the castle for the duration of the storm."


"But I have to get to my next
class!" one student whined.


"Your next class has been
cancelled," David told her.  "All classes are cancelled for the rest
of the day.  Look, the castle is well-heated, nicely lit, and very safe.  The
pixies will serve dinner in the Great Hall, and there are more than enough
bedrooms in this place."


"What about the ghosts?" one of
the students asked.


"I'm sure they'll make an exception
at this time," Prof. Gardner said.


"I'll have a talk with Lord
Woodward, to make sure there aren't any problems," David said quietly to
the professor.  Prof. Gardner nodded his thanks.


"Okay, everyone," Prof. Gardner
said, turning to the group, "You heard him.  Everyone just find somewhere
to sit down and relax.  It could be hours before this storm lets up.  Use the
time to study," he said, to the response of many groans.


At that, David wandered off to find Lord
Woodward.


-----


Once David was done chatting with Lord
Woodward, who had assured David that the ghosts understood the exceptional
nature of the situation, he had then spent some time with Penny.  If he was
going to be forced to stay in the castle, he figured, he might as well do
something pleasant to pass the time.


Now he was wandering the hallway on the
entrance floor, where most of the other students were milling about.  He made
his way into the Great Hall, where someone - the pixies, probably - had
installed picnic-style tables for them to sit at.  He decided to just take a
seat, as there was little else for him to do.


While waiting, David called Jailla, who
was back in the dorm room, to let him know what was going on, and to see if
Jailla had a better view from his window of how bad the storm was.  The news
was not good; the snow was still falling hard, and the wind wasn't easing off. 
Jailla assured David that he was fine, and could certainly manage until David
got back.


After that, there was little for David to
do.  He didn't feel like studying, and so he just sat there, letting his
thoughts wander.


After a little while, someone came and
sat down beside him.


"Hey, Flo," David said in
greeting.  "I didn't realize you were stuck here, too."


"Yep," she said.  "Heck of
a storm out there," she told him.


"Yeah.  Jailla says it shows no sign
of slowing down.  We could be here all night."


"Oh, well," she said.  "At
least we're warm."


David chuckled.  "Yeah.  Now our
only danger is dying of boredom."


Flo giggled.


The two chatted for a while about school
things and other trivialities.  Soon it was time for dinner.  The pixies popped
in to ask what they wanted.


"What, no menus?" David asked.


"Due to the special nature of the
evening," the pixie explained, "You may order whatever you like.  It
will, however, take longer for you to receive it."


Flo ordered a steak and potato.  David
went for spaghetti and meatballs.  The pixie nodded, and disappeared in a
flash.


As they were eating, David noticed that
Flo kept looking up and around her, as if she was watching for something.


"Something the matter?" he
asked.


"No, just... not used to being in
here.  Not like you.  You seem to feel right at home."


David chuckled.  "I spend a lot of
time in the castle.  It's all old hat to me now."


"The only rooms I know at all are
the ones I've had classes in.  Maybe after dinner, you could show me around. 
It'd kill some time, at least..."


"Sure."


When they'd both finished their meal,
they got up and left the Great Hall.  David asked, "So, you want to start
from the top and work your way down, or start from the bottom and work your way
up?"


"We're closer to the bottom, aren't
we?"


David nodded.  He led her over to the
stairs, and they walked all the way down, until they'd reached the basement. 
It was a dark and somewhat forbidding place, with cells for keeping prisoners,
and an apartment for the guard who must have spent his days watching over
them.  There were also storage rooms, but little else.


As they were heading back up to the first
floor, Flo said, "I wouldn't have wanted to be that guard."


"Yeah, probably low guy on the totem
pole.  Either that, or maybe the job rotated, so no one had to do it for too
long at once.  I've never asked Lord Woodward about that."


The tour of the castle took a long time,
since they were not in a hurry, and they decided to walk the entire length of
every floor.  They even climbed to the top of the South Tower.  It was cold and
windy, and the snow was still falling hard, so they didn't stay outside long.  Finally,
they ended up on the fifth floor, and entered the Master Bedroom.  The one wall
of the bedroom was made of floor-to-ceiling windows and a set of French doors
which led out to the balcony, which gave them a view out to sea.


"You want to play some cards?"
Flo asked.  "I have a deck in my pocket..."


"Sure, why not?" David said. 
"We can sit on the bed."


Once they were situated, Flo pulled out
the deck and began to shuffle it.  "What shall we play?" she asked.


"Poker, I guess," David said.


"But we have no chips to bet
with," she objected.


"Well, we could play strip
poker..." he offered, clearly joking.


Flo giggled.  "I don't think you
really want to see me naked, and I'm not good at poker."


David grinned at her, and then said,
"Well, actually, I've already seen you naked."


Flo got a strange look on her face, and
said, "Awkward," drawing the word out.


"Sorry, maybe I shouldn't have said
that."


Flo shrugged.  "How about some gin
rummy?"


"Okay."


As she dealt the cards, Flo asked,
"So, when, exactly, did you see me naked?"


"You remember your first sex-date
with Jim?"


"Vividly," she said with a
grin.


"He made me come with him, to try to
prevent... er... exactly what happened.  Obviously, I didn't do a very good
job."


Flo giggled.  "So, did you leave
when he left?"


"Shortly after that," David
said.


"Uh-huh," Flo replied, with a
knowing grin.


-----


David and Flo played various card games
for hours, chatting with each other and killing time.  Eventually, they both
ended up lying down on the bed as they played, because it was a very
comfortable bed.


Finally, even the card games had grown
boring, and they gave up.  Flo put the deck away, and the two stared at each
other for a moment.


"Now what?" David asked.  Flo
giggled.


After a long moment of silence, Flo
asked, "So, I have to ask.  Did you... touch me... that night?"


"Why do you ask?" David
replied.


"I think you know why.  You did,
didn't you?"


"Busted," David said, hoping
she wasn't going to be mad at him for it.  "I didn't want to leave you in
the state you were in."


"Hmm," she said.  Then she slid
over, closer to him.  "Well, thank you for that.  It felt wonderful."


"Happy to help," David said with
a smile.


Flo leaned in, and the two of them kissed
softly for a long moment.  When they broke their kiss, Flo looked into his eyes
and smiled softly.  "You sleepy at all?"


David gave her a one-shoulder shrug. 
"Sort of."


"Why don't we just go to sleep,
then?  We have this nice bed to lie on, and you'll keep me warm, won't
you?" she asked, pushing herself against him.


David smiled at that.  "Do what I
can on that score," he replied.  He slid his arm along her side, and then
around to her back, and pulled her against him.  She turned her head downward
and settled it into David's shoulder.  From that point on, they didn't say
anything, and Flo was very quickly asleep.  It took David quite a bit longer
than that, but he, too, finally dozed off.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


When Flo woke up, she saw David standing
in front of the window, looking out at the world.  She could see that the snow
on the balcony was over a foot deep, but at least it seemed to have stopped
falling.


As Flo sat up, David sensed her
movement.  "Good morning," he said quietly, turning halfway, so he
could see her.


"Hey," she replied.  She got up
and walked over to where he was standing.  She gave him a quick kiss, and then
she snuggled against him, her arms wrapping around his chest.  David embraced
her, too, and they stayed that way for a little while.


Finally, Flo asked, "You been up
long?"


"Hours.  I don't need much
sleep."


"That had to be boring, staring out
the window and listening to me snore."


David chuckled.  "You don't snore."


"Even worse!  Didn't even have that
to listen to!" she said with a giggle.


"I managed.  Did you sleep
okay?"


"Like a baby," she replied. 
"I'll be right back, okay?"


"Sure."


Flo went into the master bathroom and
took care of her morning necessities.  She was back out shortly, and returned
to David's side.


"You think it's safe to go back to
the dorms now?"


"Probably.  Since the snow's not
falling anymore, I bet they've already cleared paths."


"I guess we should go, then,
huh?"


David shrugged noncommittally.  She stood
with him, staring out the window.  Finally, David spoke.


"You want to go out with me
tonight?"


"Sure.  Where to?"


"We could go to a movie."


"Where are you going to find a
movie, here?"


David grinned.  "I figured we could
go to Earth."


"Okay, sure.  Sounds like fun.  Play
your cards right, and you might get to see me naked again."


David raised his eyebrows and grinned,
and then kissed her softly.  She increased the pressure of their kiss, and David
held her more tightly.  They remained that way for a solid minute.  Finally,
though, they had to separate.


"We should go now.  It'll be
breakfast time soon," David told her.


"Okay."  She stepped away from
him, and then called out, "C'mon, Pickles!"


Pickles, who had been sleeping in a
chair, got up and bounded over to her, climbing her as if she were a tree, and
then settling down behind her neck, covered almost entirely by her hair.


"Isn't having him there
uncomfortable?" David asked.


"No.  He's been there so long now
that I hardly even notice.  It was a bit weird in the first week or two, but he
doesn't weigh that much, so it's not a problem."


David nodded.  The two chatted as they
made their way out of the castle.  People were still asleep, some of them
sleeping in the hallway.  David shook his head at them.  The castle was
literally full of beds to sleep on, and they chose to sleep on stone.


Outside, the day was clear, and the sun
was shining brightly.  There was no path across the castle grounds, and the
snow was deep enough to be difficult to wade through.


"Do you know a snow-removal
spell?" Flo asked.  "I can't think of what to use."


"Hono ventus would work just fine,
but I'm thinking I want to try something."


David concentrated, staring at the snow
in front of him.  He worked hard to envision what he was trying to do, and then
he raised his hands high in front of him, paused a moment, then brought them
down and outward in a grand sweeping motion that moved up and down like a wave.


Before them, the snow leapt upward, and
then sideways, starting nearest them and quickly moving away.  It cleared a
path, mounding the snow to either side.


"Wow," Flo said.  "I'm
impressed.  What was that?"


"Aquamandy.  It's just frozen
water..."


Flo laughed, and the two walked off the
castle grounds and down the stairs, heading for breakfast.


-----


As David walked to his Conjuring class,
he watched the children of the faculty members playing in the deep snow. 
Snowmen dotted the landscape everywhere.  There was even a snowman honor guard flanking
the walkway up to Beckett Hall.  David chuckled as he saw that.  Kids were
having snowball fights, and even some of the students were joining in, building
snow forts for the kids to hide behind.


Despite the festive atmosphere, David
himself was a bit nervous, as he considered his date with Flo later in the
day.  He wondered if she had been trying to get him to ask her out from the
very beginning of the night, or if things had just happened naturally.  He
stuck a pixie stick in his mouth as he considered it.  He knew it didn't really
matter that much.  After all, if she had been so interested in going out with
him that she'd planned out a way to entice him to ask her out, how was that a
bad thing?  Still, he was a bit nervous.


His walk to class was pleasant and
uneventful, other than his nervousness.  He was alone because he'd been
studying in his dorm room, and hadn't caught up with any of his classmates on
the way.  He tried to refocus his thinking on Conjuring, which was a sure way
to get himself in a good mood.  He loved conjuring, now that Quayde was gone.


The paths had all been cleared of snow,
and only a light dusting clung to people's feet.  Nevertheless, enchantments
had been placed at all building entrances which instantly dried pant legs and
shoes.  David stopped for a second to let his boots be dried, but then he moved
on toward class, a smile on his face as he anticipated a fun hour.


-----





"How was your pot roast?" David
asked as they waited for their server to bring the dessert menu.


"Tasty," she said with a grin.


"I'm glad you enjoyed it."  In
a few seconds, the server showed up with the menu.


David said, "Before you bother
looking through the menu, I think what you want is probably the Death By
Chocolate."


Flo's eyes lit up.  "Yes, I
definitely want that!" she agreed.


The waiter nodded.  "And you,
sir?"


"Strawberry shortcake."


"Very good."


When the waiter departed, David said,
"I know how much you like chocolate..."


"I love chocolate," Flo
said.  "I had to stop working at the candy store.  I was gaining too much
weight!"


"You look fine to me," David
said, to which she graced him with a smile.


When the waiter brought their plates, he
set down David's first.  Then he placed a platter in front of Flo.  On it was a
large piece of chocolate cake, covered in chocolate butter cream frosting, with
chocolate mousse between the layers.  Next to it sat a double-fudge brownie,
topped with chocolate-chocolate-chip ice cream, all drizzled with chocolate
syrup.  A few shaved chocolate curls adorned the top.  Two chocolate truffles
finished off the plate.


"Oh, my," Flo said, her eyes
widening in glee.


David chuckled as he watched her pick up
her fork and study her dessert like a lion sizing up a zebra.  Finally, she
attacked.


For the first several bites, Flo said
nothing.  Finally, she looked at David and said, "That whole naked thing
is looking really good for you."


David laughed, and said, "Glad you
like it."


"Oh, god.  I'll explode if I eat all
this, but I can't help myself!"


David ate his shortcake sedately, while
he watched Flo devouring her dessert like it was the first thing she'd had to
eat in days.  It didn't take long before her platter was cleaned off.


"Wow.  That was amazingly
good," she said.  "But I'm not sure if I can move, now."


David grinned.  "And now you know
the purpose of the movie.  It's to let dinner settle."


Flo chuckled at that.  "What are we
going to see, anyway?"


David shrugged.  "I don't even know
what's playing.  We'll just have to pick one when we get there."


"Nothing sad," she told him.


David nodded in agreement.


-----


They had chosen a romantic comedy when
they got to the theater, and the movie itself was fairly entertaining.  By the
end of it, Flo had snuggled against David, her head on his shoulder, while his
arm was wrapped around her, his hand resting on her side.


When the movie ended, the two left the
theater and hailed a cab back to the hotel where the travel gate was located. 
In short order, they were riding the rock lift back to their dorm.


Flo, who had been holding on to David's
arm throughout their travel, turned to him and asked, "Your place, or
mine?"


David grinned at her.  "Yours,"
he said after a second's thought.  He wasn't going to say it to her, but he
didn't want to make Jim uncomfortable by bringing her into the dorm room.  At
least, not unless they ended up dating long-term.


They made their way to her bedroom, and
David closed the door behind them.  Flo had already removed her coat by the
time he turned around.  She was facing away from him, and so he stepped behind
her and embraced her, his hands resting on her waist and pulling her back into
him.


"Mm," she hummed, enjoying the
feel of his hands on her body.


David kissed the base of her neck,
nibbling lightly and flicking his tongue over her skin.  Flo giggled and
shivered, but did not pull away from him.


After a long moment, David finally
reached down and grabbed the hem of her shirt, which was a loose-fitting
pullover.  He slowly pulled her shirt up her body, exposing her belly, and then
her bra-clad chest.  Finally, he got the shirt off her, dropping it to the
floor and returning his hands to her waist.  Without her shirt, it was clear
that Flo had a little extra weight, but David didn't care; she was still very
attractive.  He returned to kissing her neck for a while, until she was
squirming against him.  Her movements were making his cock hard, since her butt
was rubbing back and forth against it.


After a while, David moved his hands from
her waist so that he could unfasten her bra.  When he did, she shrugged, and
the garment fell free, exposing her ample chest to the air.  David looked over
her shoulder to see, enjoying the view.  He slid his hands around to her front,
and he cupped her breasts gently, fondling them for a long while, causing Flo
to moan in pleasure.


Flo didn't wait for David to remove her
pants, mainly because she didn't want his hands to leave her breasts.  She
unfastened them and shoved them, with her panties, down her legs.  After that,
she leaned back into David, making sure her butt rubbed against his cock,
keeping him nice and hard.


"Okay," David said, teasing in
his voice, "I've seen you naked again.  Do I have to leave now?"


"Don't you dare," Flo replied
huskily.  She suddenly broke from David's grip, and climbed onto the bed.  She
stayed on her hands and knees, and looked back over her shoulder at him. 
"What you have to do is get naked and get over here!"


David smiled, and then quickly removed
his clothes.  Flo watched him over her shoulder, her eyes taking in his body. 
She stared at his cock hungrily as he moved to the bed.  He slipped in behind
Flo, his cock resting in her ass crack while his hands caressed her lower back
and ass.


"Mm," Flo said, "That
feels nice.  Now fuck me with it!"


David chuckled softly as he leaned back
and positioned his cock head against her opening.  He pushed forward slowly
until the head of his dick slipped inside her, causing her to moan softly.  At
that point, he slid in the rest of the way in one quick thrust.


"Oh, my!" Flo cried out. 
"Very nice!"


David gripped her hips, and started to
move within her at a rapid pace.  He felt her pussy squeezing him as he thrust,
and Flo was moaning and uttering encouragement as he fucked her.  He could feel
his own climax approaching, and he tried to hold that at bay as long as he
could.  It was a losing game, however, as her pussy continued to ripple along
his length.  He grunted loudly as he came, spewing his load deep into her
pussy.


Once he'd come down from his high, he did
not pull out of Flo.  He continued to rock his hips, moving within her.  After
another minute, though, Flo moved off him.  She turned, and then she lay down,
her face now staring up at his cock.


"Bring that wonderful thing down
here," she told him.  David leaned forward, and Flo reached out, taking
his cock in hand.  She held it up out of the way, and began to lick and suck on
his balls.  David groaned at how good that felt.


Finally, she pulled his cock down, and
ran her tongue along the underside.  David leaned forward some, and she
immediately slipped his dick into her mouth, sucking on it.


After a few seconds, David leaned even
further forward.  This allowed his dick to slide fully into her mouth, and she
began to blow him in earnest.  Meanwhile, he reached out and urged her to
spread her legs.  When she did, he bent forward and swiped his tongue across
her clit.


Flo shivered, and groaned, causing
vibrations on his cock.  David smiled, and then set to work on her clit,
flicking it with the tip of his tongue, and then sucking on it.  Flo's mouth
slowed on his dick as she was becoming more and more distracted by the pleasure
David was giving her.  She didn't stop, however, and her moans added wonderful
feelings to her sucking.


David continued to work over Flo's clit,
and then he stuck a finger deep into her cunt.  Flo groaned out in passion, her
body heating up rapidly.  It wasn't much longer before Flo screamed around
David's cock, her body twitching as her orgasm washed over her.


As Flo's climax reached its peak, David
finally let go of her clit, and he slowly removed his finger from her pussy. 
He sat up, which pulled his dick out of her mouth, and then he turned around,
so that they were pointing the same direction.


Flo didn't resist as David rolled her
onto her side.  He lifted her top leg, and then he slid his cock slowly into
her pussy, which was very wet, very warm, and very tight.  It felt wonderful. 
Once he was fully inside, he let her leg down, which caused even more pressure
against his dick.


Moving slowly this time, David slid in
and out of Flo at an almost leisurely pace.  He caressed her leg as he moved,
and she turned her head to smile up at him.


"That feels so nice," she told
him.


David leaned forward, and he slid his
hand onto her breast, caressing and fondling it gently.  Flo hummed in
appreciation.


David kept up his slow fucking of Flo for
a long time, the two of them almost relaxing as they coupled.  Finally, though,
he sensed that she was ready for another orgasm.  He sat up straighter, and
took hold of her legs, turning her so that she was on her back now.  He laid
his body over her, kissing her passionately.  Their tongues were quickly
involved, and David began to speed up his movements.  They were still not
rushing things, however.


Slowly, their movements intensified, the
couple moving in unison as their passions rose.  In due course, they were
thrusting together forcefully, pushing each other toward their peaks.


Flo arrived first, crying out in
pleasure, her eyes fixed on David's.  David thrust faster, increasing her
orgasm's strength, until finally, he slid into her all the way and froze,
cumming himself, his seed bursting forth amid grunts and groans of pleasure.


For a long moment, the two remained
locked together, their bodies frozen, their eyes staring into the other's. 
Finally, though, they had to come down, and when they did, they both smiled.


David pulled out of Flo, and then he
settled onto the bed beside her.  He pulled her to him, turning her so that
they were spooning.  His softening cock was resting against the bottom of her
ass, and his hand rested gently on her breast.  She snuggled back against him,
enjoying the feel of him in the afterglow of good sex.


As they were resting, David took the
chance to look around the room.  He'd never been in Flo's room before, and he
was interested to see how she had decorated.  He was pleased to see that the
stuffed unicorn he'd gotten her for her birthday was sitting prominently on top
of her dresser.  Several other stuffed animals adorned various other spots, as
well.  Next to her dresser, he saw a collection of slippers.  Fuzzy bunny
slippers, fuzzy kitten slippers, fuzzy puppy slippers, fuzzy...


"Are those guinea pigs?"
David asked incredulously.


Flo giggled.  "Yeppers!"


David chuckled.  She was clearly an
animal person.


For a long time after that, neither of
them said anything.  Finally, David said, "Can I ask you something?"


"Sure."


"Why didn't you ever date Jim?  Was
he that bad in bed?" David asked, his tone clearly indicating he was
joking.


Flo giggled.  "Well, he wasn't very
good, but that was just inexperience.  I don't date long-term, David.  I don't
want to be tied down to anyone right now.  Maybe after I leave school... or
when I get older, I'll want to settle with someone.  Right now, I just want to
enjoy myself."


"Fair enough," David told her. 
"So we won't be doing this again?"


Flo turned over to face him, and with a
hungry gleam in her eyes, she replied, "I didn't say that." 
She grinned at him.


"Oh-ho," David said with a
grin.  "So that's how it is."


"Mm-hmm," she replied.


David kissed her deeply, and she
reciprocated.  Soon, their coupling started again.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Hey, David... What's with you and
Flo lately?" Gwen asked.  "You two have been a lot chummier since
that snowstorm."


David grinned and said, "That's a
self-answering question, Gwen.  We've gotten... chummier." 


"You guys are dating now?  What
about Ellie?"


"Well, first off, you already know
that Ellie and I are non-exclusive.  I will date other girls while still
spending time with Ellie.  As to Flo and me... Flo doesn't want a relationship
with anyone at the moment.  She wants to explore, experiment, and have some fun
while she's young and can enjoy it.  So, we're not a couple or anything.  We
just... grew a bit closer."


"Just how close?" Olissa asked
with a grin.  They were all walking up to their Civics class together.


David shrugged.  "Close
enough," he replied with raised eyebrows.  Olissa giggled.


"You really ought to settle down
with someone," Jess said.  "Just how many girls are you dating right
now?"


"That would all depend on what
qualifies as dating, at this point.  And I see no reason to settle down with
anyone until the right someone makes herself known.  It's not like I really
need to be in a hurry about it, is it?"


Jess frowned slightly, but shook her
head.  "No, I guess not.  I guess I'm just more conservative about the
whole dating thing.  One at a time, is my motto."


David shrugged.  "If that's what
works for you, go with it.  I seem to keep encountering women who are willing
to be with me, but who don't want that whole long-term commitment thing, so I'm
going with the flow... so to speak."


The group laughed at the pun, and they
carried on toward Civics class.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Okay, today we learn a rather
noxious little hex," Prof. Phillips said to the class.  "In fact, I'm
sure most of you have heard it before, used as a rather mild pejorative.  At
least, those of you raised in Dugerra.  I'm not sure if it's a typical Earth
curse or not.  The hex is slappywag."


Many of the students laughed, and Prof.
Phillips grinned.


"Yes, yes.  It is somewhat silly
sounding.  It's pejorative use implies a rather dull, uneducated and
nonintellectual individual.  A dunce, if you will.  Its magical use, however,
is somewhat more odious.


"Slappywag, the hex, is an illness
hex.  The person affected will find themselves nauseous, their head will be
heavy and unfocused, their sinuses will create a great deal of mucus, endless
sneezing fits and coughing fits will ensue, and the victim will run a high
fever for some time.  The duration of slappywag depends mainly on the strength
of the hexer versus the victim.  If the victim is a fairly weak wizard, he or
she may never be able to break slappywag on their own, and will require the
services of a healer.  Any competent healer can reverse the effects of
slappywag in a few minutes.


"By itself, slappywag is not fatal. 
However, it severely draws down on the body's resources, making the victim more
susceptible to other issues.  For this reason, it is not advisable to use
slappywag on anyone you're not willing to see dead.


"Now, if you will pair up and
approach your practice dummies, we can begin the exercise.  The intonation is,
of course, 'slappywag!' and the wand action is as follows."  Prof.
Phillips moved his wand in the sort of casting motion one associates with a
fishing pole.  "The full swing is necessary for successful casting of the
hex.  Now, all of you, give it a go, on the practice dummies only,
please."


David turned to watch Olissa, as it was
her turn to go first.  She gave it a try, but the practice dummy choked
himself, indicating she'd not gotten it right.


"You're sidearming it a bit,"
David told her.


"Huh?"


"You're moving your arm like
this," he said, showing her that her casting motion moved off to one side,
rather than remaining perfectly vertical.  "You need to keep your arm
straight up and down."


Olissa nodded, and then she gave it
another try.  This time, the practice dummy gave her a thumbs up.  Olissa
nodded firmly in satisfaction.


"Thanks," she said to David.


"No problem."  David stepped in
front of the dummy, raised his wand, flicked his arm forward and snarled,
"Slappywag!"


The dummy actually rocked back slightly,
and then gave David two thumbs up.


"Feeling a little angry today, are
we?" Prof. Phillips asked, having seen David's attempt.


David grinned sheepishly.  "Just
imagining an enemy," David told him.


Prof. Phillips smiled.  "Just don't
go using it on them in real life."


"Yes, sir."


As Prof. Phillips walked away, Olissa
asked, "Who were you thinking of?"


"Aaron."


Olissa giggled and said, "Ah,
him."


"Yeah, him."


"Don't let him bother you, David. 
He's just a loudmouthed jerk."


"I know, but that's precisely what
bothers me about him."


Olissa smiled and touched his arm, then
the two of them went back to practicing their lesson.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"I'm not getting this," Tony
growled.


"Don't let yourself get
frustrated," David told him.  "That aggravation just screws up your
focus, making it that much harder to get it right.  This isn't Star Wars. 
Here, there is such a thing as trying."


Tony chuckled at David's reference. 
"Yeah, well I've been trying for two weeks, with no success.  If I don't
get this, I won't pass this class, right?"


"Probably not."


"Which means I can't progress in
Conjuring."


"True..."


"I want to learn the damned
Conjuring Room!  I've seen you and some of the professors use it.  It's damned
cool, and really convenient."


"You'll get no argument from me on
that... but it's not a really easy thing to do.  I don't want to sound
negative, but if you can't get this right... you are going to have a really
hard time with the Conjuring Room."


"I know!  That's why I'm
frustrated!"


David chuckled.  "I get ya.  Just
keep practicing."


"Okay.  Thanks."


David moved on to another student who
seemed to be having trouble.  Prof. Blackstone was working intensely with one
of the students who had missed a couple days of class due to an accident in
Potions class, so David was left to help out the students who were struggling.


David stopped to watch Flo, who was
struggling a bit.


"What am I doing wrong?" she
asked David.


"Nothing visible," David said. 
"So that can only mean you're losing concentration at some point. 
Conjuring requires you to stay focused all the way through.  You can't relax
until the ball is actually fully formed inside the cup.  Try again."


Flo did, but the ball materialized above
the cup.  It did, however, fall into the cup once she was done.


"That does not count,"
David said with a grin.


"But it's in the cup!" she
objected with a corresponding smile.


"But you didn't put it
there.  Gravity did."


"Party pooper," she said with a
mock pout.


David chuckled, squeezed her arm gently
in support, and then moved on to someone else.


For the rest of the class, David
continued to move around, helping out where he could.  Finally, Prof.
Blackstone called out, "Okay, that's all for today.  Keep working on this
lesson.  We will do another day on it next time, for those of you who are still
struggling.  See you next class."


As David was putting his book back in his
backpack, Prof. Blackstone came over to him.


"Anything I need to know
about?" he asked.


"Tony is still not getting it,"
David told him.  "I realize it's not my call to make, but I don't think
he's going to get past this."


"Do you think a concerted effort
would help him?"


David grimaced.  "I want to say yes,
because I don't want to just write him off, but... honestly?  I don't think
so.  I think he's reached his limit.  He understands what he's supposed to be
doing, he just can't do it.  He's just like I was with Metamorphosis."


Prof. Blackstone nodded.  "I'll have
a talk with him, then."


"Yes, sir."


"Do you have any more classes
today?" Prof. Blackstone asked.


"Yeah, I have TEM right after
this."


"Okay.  Could you come see me after
you're done with TEM?  I'll be in my office."


"Sure."


"See you later, then."


-----


David re-entered Hyneman Hall after his
TEM class had finished up.  He wondered just what it was that Prof. Blackstone
wanted to talk to him about.  He figured he'd find out soon enough, as he
knocked on the door to his office.


"Come in."


David opened the door and entered the
office.  "You wanted to see me, Professor?"


"Yes.  C'mon in and have a
seat."


David did so, and looked around the
office curiously.  He'd only been in here a couple times, and it seemed like it
changed each time.  Prof. Blackstone apparently liked variety.


"So, David.  I wanted to let you
know that, as a teaching assistant, you've been doing a remarkably good
job."


"Thank you, sir."


"Of course, as a student, your
performance is unsurpassed.  You have a real talent for Conjuring."


David smiled at the compliment. 
"It's one of my favorite subjects, now."


"Now that Prof. Quayde isn't the one
teaching you, you mean?"


"Yes, sir," David replied with
a grin.


Prof. Blackstone nodded.  "How busy
is your school schedule?"


David shrugged.  "No busier than
most people's, I guess.  I am taking seven classes, but one of those is a
physical class.  Of course, as school Information Officer, I am randomly called
on to do things.  Why do you ask?"


"Any other clubs or such that you
belong to?" Prof. Blackstone asked, ignoring the question for the moment.


"I'm a member of the Peg Riding Club. 
We only meet every other week, on Saturday."


"I see.  Would you feel comfortable
taking on any more duties?"


"Well, honestly, that would depend
on what the duty was, Professor."


Prof. Blackstone nodded.  "As I said
earlier, your work as a student is unsurpassed.  I haven't seen someone your
age as good as you are in over ten years.  I made the same request of that
student as I am now making of you."


"And that is?"


"I would like you to become my
apprentice."


David was not completely shocked, given
the way the conversation had gone.  He was, however, still a bit surprised.  He
had, after all, just finished his last apprenticeship a month before.


"Are you sure, Professor?"


"Couldn't be more so.  I was
impressed with you the day you took your challenge exam, and you have not
disappointed me since.  You have all the makings of a conjuring master.  You...
are fully finished with your Potions apprenticeship, correct?"


"Yes, sir.  I received Mastery last
month."


"Good.  I was aware of your
presentation day, but I didn't know if you and Prof. Stott were continuing on
with further collaboration or not."


"No, sir.  We see each other on
occasion, but we're no longer working together."


"Well, I hope, then, that you will
give some serious consideration to my request.  I'd hate to see your innate
talent go to waste."


"I wouldn't have to invent new ways
to conjure things, would I?  I mean, inventing new potions was tough
enough..."


Prof. Blackstone chuckled.  "No,
no.  Your Presentation Day for conjuring is a test of skill.  You will be
pushed, David, to your limits.  As my apprentice, you will be failing at tasks
a lot, because as soon as you can perform them correctly, I will move you on to
something harder."


David nodded in understanding.  "How
long does a typical conjuring apprenticeship last?"


"From the point you're at right now,
I wouldn't expect it to take you more than two or three years.  We would meet
twice a week, in the evening, for two to three hours each time.  It would be
one-on-one instruction, just you and me.  I will teach you everything I know
about conjuring, and, in fact, I may even bring in a couple other conjurers, to
teach you some things that I'm not especially good at."


David nodded again.


"I'll understand if you need some
time to think it over," Prof. Blackstone told him.  "You don't need
to give me an answer right now, if you feel you need time to think about
it."


"I don't need any time to
think," David said.  "Like I told Prof. Stott when she approached me,
it would be stupid of me to pass up the opportunity you're offering.  If you
think highly enough of me to make the offer, it would also be rude to turn you
down."


Prof. Blackstone grinned at that. 
"Well, hooray for politeness," he said.  David chuckled.


"So, when do we start?"


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~






















	
	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 4


Chapter 7: December


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Hey, David," Simon started,
"you think you could give me a little help with Potions tonight?  I've got
finals coming up, and I'm kind of lost."


David grimaced.  "I won't be home
until late tonight, so unless you want to be studying at ten o'clock..."


"That's fine with me.  I'll be up
until 1:00 trying to figure it out, anyway.  You got a date or something?"


"No, I have to go to my
apprenticeship."


Gwen said, "I thought you were done
with Prof. Stott."


"I am," David said, and then
gave a quick grin.


"You have another
apprenticeship?" Simon asked in surprise.


"Yeah."


"Who with?"


"Prof. Blackstone."


"I get that," Gwen said with a
smile.  "You put the rest of us to shame with your conjuring skills."


"You guys do just fine.  I just had
a lot of extra work with mine.  But, you know, this does make me wonder about something...
I'm on my second apprenticeship... how come none of you guys has done
one?"


"Nobody's asking us," Jess told
him.  "There are only so many teachers, and they can only apprentice one
student at a time, so... you can see how many students can be apprentices. 
You've got to be pretty special to end up as an apprentice while you're in
school."


"Oh," David said, a little
embarrassed now.  To hide his discomfort, he asked, "So... isn't there an
in-between thing?  Some kind of advanced training that's below apprenticing,
but better than just going to class?"


"Sort of," Gwen said.  "If
you stay here long enough, the curriculum for formal classes runs out.  After
that, you make arrangements with specific teachers for directed study.  At that
point, you don't really go to class, you just have meetings with your
professors like once a week, or however often they want to see you.  It allows
you to go at your own pace, and if your pace is faster than most people's, then
you'll learn a lot more."


"Oh," David said, nodding in
comprehension.


"How long you figure it'll take to
reach mastery for conjuring?" Simon asked.


David shrugged.  "Prof. Blackstone
said two or three years."


"So you'll have it done, what, next
week?" Gwen asked with a grin.


David grinned uncomfortably while the
others laughed.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"David Stroud," Prof. Teller
called out.


David moved away from the others, who
were all standing near or leaning against the wall, and moved to the center of
the room.  A square had been outlined, and two short parallel lines were marked
within it.  David took his position behind one of the parallel lines, facing
the other one.


Once David was in position, Prof. Teller
called out, "Brock Xaphod Beeble."


Brock moved out of the crowd and
approached the square.  He took up his own position behind the remaining
parallel line, facing David.


"Prepare," the professor said.


David and Brock both pulled out their
staffs, enlarging them to full size.  Brock held his in both hands,
horizontally across his body.  David held his down along his right side.


"Respect," the professor
intoned.


Brock slipped his right hand to the
center of his staff, let go with his left hand, and then pivoted it so that it
ran along his arm and behind his back, exposing his entire body.  David assumed
a similar position by merely twisting his wrist and lifting his arm slightly. 
Once both had opened themselves up, they each bowed ever so slightly to the
other.


"Guard!" the professor snapped,
the tension increasing a bit.  Brock quickly returned to his original posture,
his staff level across his body.  David slipped his left foot back and moved
his right arm in a circle, bringing the free end of his staff around so that he
could grasp it in his left hand.  He ended up with his right hand forward and
high, his left hand back and low.  His eyes focused on Brock's.


The professor let them stand that way for
a count of five, then he said, "Begin!"


Brock immediately lunged forward,
swinging his staff forward with his left hand, as he was left-handed.


David immediately stepped out with his
left foot while pivoting to his right.  He brought his staff almost vertical at
the same time, blocking Brock's attack.  David pushed downward with the front
of his staff, forcing Brock's left hand low, his right hand high, exposing his
right side.  Once David's staff was nearly horizontal, he brought his right
hand back and his left hand forward, swinging the staff hard into Brock's
exposed ribs.  Brock tumbled to the ground from the impact.  Though the magic
of the square prevented any serious injury, it allowed enough of the pain to
remain that there was real incentive not to get hit.  Brock groaned as he lay
on the floor.


David waited while Brock struggled back
to his feet, and then they both returned to their lines.


Brock tried two more times to get inside
on David, and nearly made it the last time, but David adjusted quickly,
side-stepping so that Brock just missed.  Unfortunately for Brock, that had put
him in an extremely bad place, and David's counterattack put him on the ground
once more.


"Time!" the professor called. 
David and Brock returned to their lines.


"Respect," the professor said,
and the two competitors repeated that maneuver.


"Dismissed."


David and Brock shook hands, and then
they left the square.


"Daniel Proust," the professor
called out.  After Daniel had taken position in the square, the professor
called, "Devyn."


David paid close attention to this
fight.  He knew that he would eventually be paired off against Devyn, and he
wanted to make sure he was ready for that, so he always watched her sparring
very closely, to see if she had any weaknesses.


Today, he saw damned little that would
help.  Devyn had put Daniel on the ground and kept him there, not allowing him
to return to his feet.  It was an allowed tactic, but it was generally
considered dishonorable behavior in sparring.


Not that Devyn gives much of a shit
about what anyone else thinks is appropriate behavior...


Once the sparring had finished up, the
professor said, "All right, that's that.  Now, everyone line up for solo
routine.  We'll start with Seven Stars.  Brock, you will call out. 
Begin."


It was Brock's job to keep time by
calling out the names of the steps involved in the drill.  The professor had
chosen him because he knew that Brock knew all the steps.  As Brock called out
each step, the class moved in unison, except for those who hadn't learned the drill
well enough.


After Seven Stars, the professor had them
go through Sun and Moon, and then The Ten Zombie Attack, which, unlike the
other routines, was done with their swords instead of their staffs.


Finally, Prof. Teller said,
"Everyone line up, at rest."


The class formed into its usual rows and
columns, taking a relaxed posture.


"This concludes your final exam.  I
will say that everyone passed."  There was a universal sigh of relief
about that.  "Any specific comments will be included on your grade
report.  Now, come to attention... Respect... and you are dismissed."


As David was heading for the showers, he
saw someone waving at him.  He looked, to see Mr. Garibaldi.  He headed over
that way.


"Hey, Joe, what's up?"


"There's been another theft.  You
said you wanted in on the investigation, so let's go."


"Uh... you mind if I shower and
change, first?  I'm a bit gross..."


Joe grinned.  "Okay, I suppose. 
Don't take too long."


-----


As they were riding down on the rock
lift, David asked, "So, what was taken this time?"


"I don't actually know yet.  Vivian
is guarding the room, but we haven't been inside.  I figured there was little
point in us having to do it all twice."


"Makes sense, I guess.  In Griffin
Dorm again?"


"Yeah.  This is the first repeat."


"Wonder why he's avoiding Pegasus
Dorm."


"We don't know that he is.  Could be
just a coincidence."


"True.  Hard to make a pattern out
of only four events."


"Yeah.  Hey, why were you having a
final exam the week before Finals Week?"


"Prof. Teller doesn't want his
students to have to take a physical exam in the middle of the fatigue-inducing
stress of Finals Week."


"Nice of him."


"I thought so."


As they stepped off the rock lift, David
took note of how muddy the entrance to Griffin Dorm was.  The snow on the
ground had made everything a soggy mess.  He felt bad for the brownies who had
to clean it all up.


They turned the corner into the hallway,
and saw Vivian standing with three students outside the second door down.  She
smiled when she saw them.


"Hello, David," she said
warmly.


"Hey, Officer Columbo."


"David... how come you're
here?" one of the students asked curiously.


"I've asked to be part of the
investigation," David said.  "Is that a problem?"


All three shook their heads negatively. 
"I was just wondering," the girl who had asked him said.


David nodded, and then turned to
Garibaldi, who opened the door.  He was about to step inside, when David
grabbed his coat to stop him.


"What?" Garibaldi asked,
somewhat annoyed.


David pointed down.  On the floor, just
inside the doorway, was a muddy footprint.


"So what?  There's muddy footprints
all over the place."


David looked at Vivian, who rolled her
eyes and smiled at David.  She had already gotten it.  David looked back to
Joe, and then pointed at the three girls who were standing behind them.


"Look at their feet."


Joe glanced at their feet, and
immediately got the point.  The shoe print was far too big to have come from
any of them.  Joe asked, "Has anyone else been in the room today?"


They all shook their heads.


"We need a ruler," David said.


"What for?" Vivian asked.


"Well, unless you guys have some
other technique for recording this footprint, we need to take an image of it,
don't we?"


"Yes, but what's the ruler
for?"


"Size.  You set the ruler next to
the footprint, and then you have a record of how big it is."


"Oh, I see.  I... don't happen to
have a ruler on me, do you?"


"I don't even own one," David
said.


"I have one," one of the girls
said.  "But... it's in there."


"Where?"


"On my desk.  The middle one, do you
see it?"


David nodded.


"But you can't go in there,"
Garibaldi objected.  "You might disturb the footprint."


David grinned.  "No, you
can't go in there.  I, on the other hand..." with that, David faded to
ghost form, and walked through the wall, avoiding the doorway altogether.  He
grabbed the ruler, and then walked back through the wall into the hallway,
handing the ruler to Garibaldi.


"There are advantages to my
condition," David said.  The girls all giggled.


Garibaldi smirked, and then carefully set
the ruler down next to the footprint.  All three of them took an image with
their wands, making sure that there would be a record of it.  After that, they
moved into the room.


"What did they steal?" David
asked the girls.


"I had this really pretty clock.  It
was two unicorns reared up, facing each other, on a crystal base.  The clock
was set between the unicorns."


"What was it worth?"


"It was a gift, so I don't really
know.  I'd estimate it was at least a hundred granas or so."


Another girl said, "They stole my
notes for my TEM final.  Plus a set of InkyQuills."


"Anything special about the
InkyQuills?" Vivian asked.


The girl shrugged.  "They were nice
ones, with dyed feather tips."


"What about you?" Garibaldi
asked the third girl.


"I lost a whole bunch of jewelry,
and the jewelry box it was in."


"Value?" Garibaldi asked.


"Several hundred granas, all
together," she said.


"Can you get us a list of what was
in there?" Vivian asked.


"I can try," the girl confirmed.


After that, Garibaldi asked the three
girls to step into the hallway, while they investigated.


"See anything?" Garibaldi asked
David.


"No... I'd imagine the two clues we
got are all we're going to get here."


"Two?" Vivian asked. 
"What did we get other than the footprint?"


"You didn't catch it?  Joe?"


"No idea what you're talking
about," Joe admitted.


"The notes for TEM class.  This is
the first time, in four thefts, that the guy's taken anything class-related. 
That can't be a coincidence."


"Shit," Joe said, mainly at
himself for missing the obvious.  After they had checked for prints and
thoroughly looked through the room, finding nothing more, they went back into
the hallway.


"Which TEM class are you in?"
Garibaldi asked.


"101, with Prof. Van Titan,"
she replied.


"Okay," Garibaldi asked. 
"You can go back in now.  We'll be in touch if we get any information for
you."


"Right," one of the girls
said.  "You guys haven't found squat before.  Face it, our stuff's just
gone."


The girls went into their room, and the
three investigators walked out of the dorm.  On the ride up the lift, Garibaldi
said, "So, we're looking for a TEM 101 student.  Probably in Van Titan's
class, because the notes wouldn't necessarily apply to someone else's exam."


"Well," David said, not wanting
to narrow it down quite that closely.  "We know that our thief has use for
TEM 101 notes.  It doesn't necessarily mean he's in that class.  He might know
someone in that class.  This seems a little advanced for a first-year student. 
So, if it is a TEM 101 student, maybe look at the ones who have been at
the school for a couple years already."


Garibaldi nodded agreement.  "Well,
we'll let you get to dinner.  I'll keep you apprised if we find anything more
out.  If you think of anything new, give me a shout."


"All right.  Say hi to Zyla and
Grace for me."


"Will do."


"Vivian, nice to see you
again."


Vivian smiled at him warmly.  With that,
he headed off for dinner.


-----


Later that evening, as David was doing
his homework, Jim turned to him.  "So, you're turning into a cop
now?"


"Huh?"


"You're investigating with the
Rimohrs."


"I don't like being blamed for
things I'm not doing.  Even with my name positively cleared, Aaron and the
other troublemakers are still spreading rumors about me.  The only way to stop
that is to find the real criminal."


"Don't you think you've got enough
to do already?  Seven classes, a new apprenticeship... you've got finals all
next week... do you really need to take on even more work?"


David shrugged.  "Maybe not, but I'm
not going to let this bastard get away with stealing shit from students and
then blaming it on me.  Besides, it'll make for great articles for the
Crier."


Jim frowned.  "So you're doing it
for the publicity?"


David snorted.  "I won't even
mention myself in the articles.  But being there at the scene, being involved,
will make the articles much easier to write."


"Wouldn't that jeopardize the
investigation?"


"I'm not going to write anything
that would do that.  How dumb do you think I am?  I want this motherfucker
caught."


"Okay... I just think you're taking
on too much stuff."


"My grades are doing okay,"
David said.


Jim shrugged.  "It's your unlife,
man," Jim said.


David smirked.  Jim occasionally used
that joke on him.  Slipping a pixie stick in his mouth, he returned to his
review sheets.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"All right... David, if you'd join
me in the side room?" Prof. Zoroaster asked.  David flipped his exam
parchment over and walked over to the side.  They entered the room together,
and the professor closed the door.  On a table near the door was a hat, covered
with a silk cloth that had a slit stitched into it.


"If you would, reach into the hat
and pull out one of the chips within."


David reached in, and pulled out a yellow
chip.


"Oh-oh.  You've selected the mental
divination chip.  Go ahead and put it back in, and we'll begin."  After
David had slipped the chip back into the hat, the professor said, "Okay,
now, if you'll come over here to this nifty little contraption..."


The device the professor was referring to
sat on a table.  Its basic shape was that of a "T".  At the end of
each arm was mounted a plate.  On each plate were two buttons.  David looked at
the device quizzically.


"Confounding, isn't it?" Prof.
Zoroaster asked with a grin.  "This is a speed test.  On each attempt, I
will choose one or the other of the buttons on my side.  I will wait a certain
amount of time, and then I will press the button.  As the test progresses, the
amount of time before I press the button will get shorter.  What you have to do
is to press the same button on your side before I press the one on my
side.  When we press our buttons, a little flag comes out of that side of the
plate.  If our flags match, you got it right.  Do you understand?"


"So, if you press your right-hand
button, I am actually supposed to press my left-hand button, is that
right?  So that the flags come out facing each other, rather than
opposing?"


"That is correct.  Any other
questions?"


"Will you tell me how much time I
have?"


"No."


"Ouch," David said with a
grin.  The professor smiled back at him.


"Ready?"


David took a deep breath and centered his
thinking.  "I think so."


"Very good.  The test begins... now."


David tried not to concentrate too hard,
because he knew that would actually make this more difficult.  As soon as he
felt he had it, he pressed the right-hand button.  The flag popped out of his
plate.  A second or two later, the professor pressed his button, and the flags
matched.


"Professor," David asked
quickly, "What's to keep you from changing your mind once you see my
flag?"


The professor grinned.  "I have
pre-determined which button I will press.  My side contains a magical list that
tells me which button to press.  I am not making any decisions at this time. 
Shall we continue?"


David nodded, and the professor said,
"Go."


For the next five minutes, David tried to
discern the professor's intent.  Mostly, he got it right.  The last few,
however, went so fast that he barely had time to focus, let alone time to act.


"Okay, that's all," the
professor said finally.  "You did very well.  Amazingly well,
actually."


"Can anyone do it as fast as
those last few?"


"Prof. Dartson can.  He's the only
one I've ever seen do it."


"What's his secret?"


"Damned if I know," Prof.
Zoroaster said with a grin.  "You, however, are quite good.  Nothing to be
ashamed of, and certainly an A on your practical exam.  Go ahead and finish
your written."


"Yes, sir.  Thank you."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Professor?"


"Yes, David?" Prof. Blackstone
asked in response.


"Am I supposed to have had a final
exam?  Because you tested everyone else on Monday, but... um... I was helping
you, so I never got tested."


Prof. Blackstone chuckled.  "You're
the only person I've ever met who would remind his professor that he hasn't
been tortured yet."


David chuckled in embarrassment.


Prof. Blackstone pulled out a box and
opened it.  He pulled out a set of matryoshka dolls, taking them apart and
setting each one on the table, facing David.


"Okay, I imagine you've already
guessed.  Your job is to put them back in the box."


David grimaced.  The only way they'd fit
in the box, of course, was if they were all nested again.


"Do you care in which order I
conjure them?"


"No, I don't, but how does it
matter?" Prof. Blackstone asked knowingly.


"If I conjure largest to smallest,
I'm only moving one at a time.  If I conjure smallest to largest, I have to
conjure the smallest one seven times."


Prof. Blackstone smiled.  "Good
thinking.  As I said, you may do it whichever way you wish."


Knowing that the task was going to be
hard enough as it was, David decided to go from largest to smallest.  Conjuring
the largest one into the box wasn't overly difficult, as the box had a little
bit of wiggle room, and since the box lid was removed, he could see where it
was he was trying to go.  The next one, however, would be the beginning of the
real challenge, as he had virtually no margin for error at all.


Over the next five minutes, David managed
to conjure all seven of the dolls back into the box.  Once finished, he slumped
back, mentally exhausted.


Prof. Blackstone pulled the dolls back
out of the box, separating them once again.  He did this to verify that David
had, in fact, conjured them correctly, and that none of them were accidentally
joined together now.  Once all seven dolls were sitting on the desk again,
Prof. Blackstone looked at him.


"This is actually the final exam for
next semester's class.  You just passed with flying colors.  Now do you
understand why I asked you to be my apprentice?"


David grinned slightly.  "Yes, sir. 
And thank you."


"I know we've been slow getting
started with your apprenticeship.  We will begin working in earnest once you
come back from break.  Your Conjuring class for next semester has been changed
with the registrar's office.  You are no longer a student, you are now
officially a teaching assistant."


"Yes, sir."


"How far have you read in this
year's book?"


"I'm about three-quarters the way
through it."


"I had a feeling you might be a ways
ahead.  Have you had any questions?"


"No, sir, not really.  I haven't
actually tried most of what I've read about, but it seems straightforward
enough."


"I think some of your classmates
would like to have you lynched for even thinking such a thing," Prof.
Blackstone said with a chuckle.  "But it's good that you do understand
it.  Anyway, have a good Yuletide, and we'll get back to it when you
return."


"Yes, sir.  Good Yule to you,
too."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


The group was together for breakfast,
eating their last meal before heading home for the winter break.  Jim, of
course, was still sitting with his girlfriend.  David had asked if Jim was
going to spend Yule with her, and he had confirmed that he was.  David just
wondered with a smile when the wedding announcement was going to be made.


In addition to the regulars, several
family members had joined the group.  Aunt Shandra was there to pick up Olissa,
and of course, Denise was there to pick up the Hasterscant kids, as well as
David, who would be spending Yule with them.  Currently, the discussion was
about how the semester had gone.


"And how did you do this semester,
David?" Aunt Shandra asked.


"A's," he said.


"I don't know how the hell you do
it," Flo admitted.  "I work my butt off, and can't get all A's."


"No, your butt's still there, trust
me," David said with a grin and a wink.  Flo blushed.  More seriously,
David said, "I've got more time to study, you know that.  It really does
make a difference."


"I guess."


Simon and Heath were the first to head
off, as they were meeting Heath's family down in town.  Simon was staying with
them for Yule.


After a while, Flo got up.  "I need
to get going.  The coach leaves in an hour."  Reaching down, she picked up
the box that had been sitting on the bench next to her, and she shoved it over
to David.  "Merry Christmas.  I know it's way early, but I wanted to see
you open it."


David grinned, and then he carefully
unwrapped the box.  The box was wooden, and opened from the side, almost like a
door.  Once he opened the "door", out pranced a crystal pegasus.  It
stretched its wings, flapped them a few times, and trotted around the table. 
David crouched down to look at it, and it came over to him, rearing up, and
showing off for him, flapping its wings again, and waving its front hooves in
the air.


"It's incredible," David said,
almost in awe.  "I fucking love magic."


Those at the table laughed.  Flo had come
around the table.  "I thought you might like it," she said.


"I do," he replied, standing to
face her.  "Thank you.  Um... how do I get it back in the box?"


Flo chuckled.  "It'll listen to you,
just like a real peg.  It doesn't make any sounds, though.  So, just... tell it
to go back in the box."


"Does it have a name?"


"I named it Muffin," she said,
and winked.


"Uh-huh," David said, getting
the joke immediately.  Turning to the figurine, David said, "Okay, Muffin,
back in the box."


The pegasus pranced in a circle, folded
its wings, and then slowly walked back into the box, its head down.


"I don't think it likes the box very
much," Olissa said.


"Don't worry, it won't spend much
time in there once I get back from break."  David turned to Flo. 
"Thank you so much for this.  I got you something, too, but it's back in
my room.  I was going to post it to you."


"That's fine," she said
cheerily.  "I'll just have one more thing to open on Christmas.  Have a
good Yuletide," she told him.  She leaned in and kissed him warmly, then
she looked around.  "Pickles!  Where'd you get off to?"


"I think he's playing with
Peanut," Ellie said.  "Yeah, there they are, over there," she
said, pointing to an empty table where the squirrels were chasing each other
and mock-fighting.


"Pickles, stop flirting!  It's time
to go."


Pickles chittered something that sounded
obscene, even for a squirrel, and then he head-butted Peanut and bounded over,
climbing up Flo and settling into his usual spot.  Flo shook her head in
bemusement, waved to the others, and headed out.


"We should be going, too," Aunt
Shandra told Olissa.  Olissa nodded, and then she got up and came over to
David.


"I never asked...  What're you doing
this year?" she asked.  "Staying with Prof. Stott again?"


David motioned to Gwen.  "I'm
staying with Gwen's family."


"Oh?  Well, good.  Have a great
Yule."


"You, too.  Your presents will be
waiting when you get home."


Olissa smiled, absently rubbing her left
hand over the slave bracelet on her right arm.  She virtually never took it
off.


"Thank you," she said quietly. 
"I'll make sure to send yours to Gwen's house."  She hugged David and
gave him a long kiss.  Finally, she let him go.  "See you in a few
weeks."


"Take care."


Olissa and her aunt headed out, and David
sat back down at the table.


"Do we need to go soon?" David
asked.


Denise shook her head.  "We're not
even leaving today.  I figured we'd take the time to do some last-minute
shopping, let you get all of your presents sent off to their various people,
and relax a little.  We'll take the early-morning coach to Bellamy
tomorrow."


"Oh, okay.  Yeah, I should probably
get everything packed up."


"Need some help?" Denise asked.


"It might be a bit crowded in my
room with all of us," David said with a grin.


"Well, I wasn't offering for
everybody," Denise said.  "The girls can go down into town and buy me
a Christmas present."


"Subtle, Mom," Gwen said with a
chuckle.


Denise smiled at her daughter, feigning
innocence.


"I'm not going to pass up the
company," David said, knowing damned well that she had no interest in helping
him pack.


"Are we staying at the Slyther
Inn?" Gwen asked.


"Yes."


"We can meet down there for lunch. 
That should give us plenty of time to do our Christmas shopping, and I'm sure
David will have all his stuff done by then."


"What are we going to do all
afternoon?" Anne asked.


Denise shrugged.  "There's got to be
something to do in Gorumshead, and we'll find it."


-----


David had been quite right about Denise's
motives.  She had been naked before he'd finished walking to his bedroom.  The
two had spent a solid hour enjoying each other.


"It's going to be tough for us to do
this kind of thing at your house," David told her.  "All those people
there all the time..."


"I know," she said, frowning
slightly.  "But I will think of something."


David grinned at her.  "We should
really get on that whole packing thing now," he said.  She blushed, and
then nodded, and they got up to get dressed.


 


-----


"I'm going to miss you,"
Giendia said.  After taking care of all the packing and mailing, and then
having lunch with the girls, David had decided he couldn't pass up his last
opportunity to see Giendia before she left for boot camp, so he had excused
himself around mid-afternoon and gone to the village looking for her.  It was now
nearing sunset, and she and David were in their "special" place in
the forest.  They had just enjoyed a long, slow session of lovemaking, and were
now just resting together, enjoying each other's company for awhile.


            "I'm gonna miss you, too,"
David told her.  "You're very special to me."


Giendia blushed, and laid her head on his
shoulder.  He held her gently, rubbing her back softly.


When she looked back up at him, she said,
"I'm glad you were able to come see me to say good-bye again, but I
thought last weekend was going to be our last time."


"I didn't expect to still be here
today, but the people I'll be staying with for winter break aren't going back
home until tomorrow.  Since I had the chance, I didn't want to pass up the
opportunity to be with you again."


She ran her hand along his face, then
kissed him.  "I think I love you, David," she told him.


"You're not sure?" he asked
with a good-natured chuckle.


"Well, I've never been in love
before, so no, I'm not really sure.  Not that it makes a difference, since I'm
going away for at least two years..."


David kissed her softly.  "I love
you, too," he said.  "And while we can never have a truly normal
relationship, you will always be welcome in my life," he told her.


Giendia smiled tearily.  They kissed
again for a long time before she finally carried David back to Gorumshead on
her back.  She kissed him again before they said their final farewells, and she
turned and galloped away.


-----


After dinner, the Hasterscants and David
simply sat around their table, enjoying the atmosphere at the pub.  They were
joking and chatting about various things.  Denise had gotten the girls caught
up on things that had happened at home, and with their brothers, and the girls
talked about their interesting experiences at school.


Ellie was coming back from the bathroom
when the only unpleasant thing of the night happened.  She was accosted by a
drunken man, who grabbed her by the arm and wouldn't let go.


"Let's dance!" he said, his
voice slurred, and his movements jerky and uncoordinated.


"Get your filthy hands off me!"
Ellie demanded.


"Oooh, tough girl!" the man
taunted.  "What're you gonna do if I don't?"


"I'm going to deck your halls,"
she told him.


"Whu...?" the man started to
ask in confusion.  He was interrupted when Ellie's knee connected extremely
forcefully with his groin.  The man yelped in serious pain, and dropped to the
ground.


"Sorry," Ellie said, "I
meant deck your balls.  Fa la la la la, motherfucker."  With that,
she turned and walked away.


As she sat down at the table, David said
with a grin, "Nice."


Ellie blushed and took a sip of her mead.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


The coach trip the next day was blessedly
uneventful, and they arrived at the Hasterscant house in time for a waiting
dinner, a welcome cup of hot cocoa, and bed.  David felt just a little weird,
as he gave every female in the house at least a hug.  All but Anne got kisses,
as well, and one of those kisses lasted for a full minute. 


"I missed you last night,"
Denise said.  "How come you didn't slip into my room when we all went to
bed?"


David got a crooked look on his face. 
"Um... someone else requested my attention last night."


"Oh," she said with a grin and
a bit of a blush.  Suddenly, she said, "One of my daughters?"


David chuckled.  "No."  It had,
in fact, been Bonnie who had desired some company.


"I know you've slept with Gwen. 
Have you slept with either of the other two?"


David bit his bottom lip.  "I'm not
sure it's my place to answer that question."


"You realize you're answering it by
not answering it, though, right?"


"I realize that it will certainly
make you think that," David said, smiling.


"Oh, now that's just mean," she
told him.  David chuckled. 


"Would you object if I did?"
David asked.


"Not in the least.  But I wouldn't
want to make you break any commitments."


"Well, I will say that I am not
cheating on anyone by spending time with you."


"That's good enough for me,"
she said, and kissed him passionately again.


"If you insist on keeping your
secret from the family, you're going to have to be careful doing that..."
David warned her.  "Especially since I'm not likely to stop you."


She blushed, and then frowned.  "I
know.  I'm working on it.  I'm not going to have you around for four weeks
without us being able to be together, dammit!" she said in a hoarse
whisper.


David smiled, and then he kissed her once
more.  "Good night, Denise.  See you in the morning."


"Good night.  Oh!  Before I forget,
don't use the downstairs shower.  It's broken and we can't... um, well, we
haven't been able to have it fixed."


David looked at her for a brief moment,
and then he nodded.  "Okay.  Good night."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


Denise had not found a solution to their
privacy problem before the Yule Festival began a few days later.  At breakfast
time on the Day of Reflection, David came in from the backyard, where he'd been
building a snowman army to pass the time.  He had used all of the snow in the
yard, and had made a dozen dwarf snowmen, four regular snowmen, and one giant,
standing twelve feet tall.  He'd had to use a levitation spell to assemble that
one.


David found Denise in the kitchen,
beginning preparations for the meal.


"Good morning," he said to her,
standing close, but not touching her, just in case one of her daughters came
in.


"Well, hi there.  I was wondering
where you were off to."


"I was creating minions in the
backyard," he said with a grin.


"Oh?  Well, we'll just see about
that later," she said with a tone of friendly challenge.  "Breakfast
will be in about fifteen minutes.  Well, if anyone else gets up by then,
anyway."


"Roy isn't up yet?"


"No, he likes to sleep in when he
gets the chance."


"And the girls aren't up?"


"No..." she said, a question
forming on her face.


"Then it's safe to do this..."
he said, and he pulled her to him, kissing her deeply, his tongue quickly
entering and exploring her mouth.  She melted against him, and they remained
that way for a very long moment, before they finally pulled apart.


"Happy Yule," David said with a
grin.


"Hmm," she replied. 
"Horny Yule, more like it..." she whispered.


"That I don't think we safely
have time for," he told her.


"Not the way I want it, we
don't," she informed him.  "So go see if you can roust the girls for
me, would you?"


"Sure thing."


The morning passed by uneventfully.  The
family talked with each other and the few relatives that dropped by for short
visits.  David mostly sat in the corner of the living room, minding his own
business.  He didn't know the relatives to even say hi to them, and only one
even came over to talk with him.  The young girl, who couldn't have been more
than eight or nine, asked a lot of questions about demighosts, which David
answered politely and as truthfully as he could.


After lunch, it was just the family
again, and they all gathered once more in the living room.  Roy brought out
their Remember Orb, which was not as ornate as the one that Dean Lengel owned,
but David was sure it did the job just fine.  David leaned back into his chair
as Roy began the chant.  The colors swirled in the orb, and David felt himself
drawn into them, his mind clearing of all thoughts.


The first memory that came to David was
of his first sexual encounter with Lise.  He smiled, mentally, remembering.  Most
of the memories that followed were about her, and David watched them slowly,
enjoying the experiences again.


When the time came for him to relive the
fight with the merlats, David slowed the memory down.  He watched the fight in
exquisite detail.  He was trying to decide if there was any way he could have
prevented what happened to Jailla.  He could, of course, have blasted all of
the merlats into oblivion from the very beginning, as he had ultimately done,
but it was against school policy, and he'd have gotten in trouble for it.


Still, had I known what was going to
happen, I'd have done it anyway.


Once the fight passed by, David enjoyed
watching Lise flatten Prof. Quayde again.  The scene in Dean Lengel's office
was a further high point.


Then, as things moved on, David saw his
last moment with Lise.  His throat closed and tears came to his eyes, even now,
as he watched the scene play out.  He still missed her, he knew, and he should
not have completely broken contact with her as he had done.  It was necessary,
at first, so that they both could heal somewhat, but he'd let it go too long.


As the memories moved on, David relived
his travels through Callamandia, working on his potions, and then through
Mirelia, spending time with Olissa.  He wished she felt the same way about him
as he felt about her, but she didn't, and so he accepted from her what she
offered.


The fall semester passed by quickly. 
Though it had been an interesting time, with new things to learn and even a new
apprenticeship, it had all happened too recently to need much rehashing.


When David came to the end, he decided to
go back and watch his trip through Mirelia again.  He was wondering if there
were any clues to what had been bothering Olissa during that trip.


Was it our night at the Sea of Light? 
She seemed okay right after, but maybe it started to bother her later...  She
said it was her visions, but what could she have seen that would have been that
disturbing?


Ultimately, David came to no conclusion
about Olissa, and he let his Remembrance Rite terminate.  He awoke to an empty
room.  He had apparently taken far longer than anyone else to complete his
ritual.  He rose, stretching a bit, as he was stiff, and headed out towards the
kitchen.  He realized that it was already getting dark.


Just how long was I under? he
wondered to himself.


David found Denise in the kitchen,
preparing dinner.


"Hey," she said warmly. 
"Finished?"


"Yeah.  How long was I out?"


"Five hours or so."


"Wow.  It didn't seem like that
long."


"It never does."


"Is everyone off doing things?"


"The girls are upstairs.  Roy went
over to visit a friend."


David nodded.  "What're you up
to?"


"Just getting the sausage ready for
dinner."


"Need some help?"


"Need?  No, but I'll take it anyway,
because I like your company."


David smiled at her, and started to wash
and peel the potatoes as directed.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


The next morning, the family rose lazily,
as they had the day before.  David and Denise had prepared breakfast for them,
and everyone was a bit more animated than the day before.  The Day of
Celebration was much more fun and action-filled than the Day of Reflection.


"So, I guess these are getting to be
old hat for you, eh, David?" Roy asked.


David shook his head.  "This is only
my second Day of Celebration."


"But you're a fourth-year
student," he objected.


"Well, my first year, I was in jail
at this point.  And last year, I was helping Mrs. Garibaldi with her newborn
baby."


"Mrs. Garibaldi?" Roy asked. 
David explained about the Garibaldis while everyone ate their breakfast.


"So," David began when everyone
was nearing the end of their meal, "how does the Day of Celebration go
here in Bellamy?"


"Much like anywhere else,"
Denise told him.  "Games, contests, lots of joking around and
playing."


"And free food!" Ellie added in
enthusiastically.


"Now, Ellie, how many times do we
have to remind you, that food's there for the less fortunate..."


"Well," she said with a frown,
"if I'm hungry, I'm less fortunate than those who aren't..."


The others chuckled, and her mother shook
her head tolerantly.


-----


The family walked to the central square,
where most of the activities were taking place.


"Do you ever wear something
different?" Denise asked.  David was, of course, wearing his school
uniform.


"No.  I own five sets of this
uniform, plus my dress uniform.  I don't see much reason to wear something
else.  Why?"


Denise shrugged.  "Just, your
wardrobe's kind of boring."


David laughed.  "I own other
clothes, but I generally only wear them in Earth, where no one knows what this
uniform means, anyway."


"You're very proud of being at the
Academy, aren't you?" Roy asked.


"It's my home," David said
simply.  "And very nearly my family."


"You'll have to find a new 'home'
after the end of the year," Gwen told him.  "You know, when you can
actually live here officially."


David actually stopped walking for a
second.  He cocked his head, and then shrugged and moved on.


"What?" Denise asked.


"Nothing.  I just realized that it's
entirely possible that I already own a home."


"Oh?" Gwen asked.


"Jacob transferred his entire estate
to me.  I can only assume he owned a house somewhere... but I've never asked
about it, and he might have had it sold off at some point, anyway, since he
would have no need of it."


"Just how rich are you?"
Ellie asked.


"Eleanor!" Denise
scolded, scandalized by the blunt inquiry.


David chuckled at the chastened look on
Ellie's face.


"The only useful answer here is,
rich enough that I don't have to worry about it," David told her.  "I
let the guy that Jacob was using handle the nit-picky details."


"Like whether or not you own a
house?  That's a nit-picky detail?" Anne asked.


David shrugged.  "It is if you can't
live in it anyway."


"Uh-huh," she said,
unconvinced.


When the family reached the town square,
they saw hundreds of people were already out and about.  It looked as if nearly
the entire town had shown up.


"So, what shall we do first?"
Roy asked.


-----


"I still think that snowball fight
was rigged," Roy said good-naturedly.  "You had a ringer on my
team!"


David spread his hands theatrically. 
"Can I help it if Gwen likes me?  I mean, it's not like she tripped you on
purpose..."


Everyone laughed at that.


"You won at the ice skating
race..." David offered.


Roy smiled.  "Yeah, I've always been
quick on skates."


As they ate, sitting at an outdoor table,
David looked over to a competition currently going on.  The competitors started
at the top of a large jump ramp made of snow, sitting on a flexible toboggan. 
They would slide down the ramp, and as they left the jump, they would let go of
the toboggan.  A magically propelled discus, made of ice, flew across their
path.  Their primary objective was to catch the discus, but the more style and
flair they displayed, the higher their score would be.  David watched as one
girl grabbed the disk, then did a double somersault before finally landing
safely in a large and soft pile of loose snow, placed there to cushion her
landing.  Her score was a 22 out of a possible 30.


"Wanna try?" Roy said, seeing
David's gaze.


"Absolutely not," David said
with a grin.  "I see no need to make a fool of myself in public."


"How about some cross-country
skiing?" Anne asked.  "Dad and I are entered..."


"I'm not terribly athletic,"
David told her.  "But I do wish you good luck."


"So, what shall we do while they're
busy sweating their tails off?" Denise asked.


"I'm sure we'll find
something," Gwen said.


-----


"It's looking very nice," David
said to Ellie, who was concentrating on her design.  She had entered herself
into the snowflake design competition, and David was watching her work.  Denise
and Gwen had gone off to a snowman-building contest.


"Mom asked me about you and
me," Ellie said quietly as she continued to work.  She was using a special
wand to make a layer of ice on top of a block of snow, creating what she hoped
would be a truly unique and beautiful design.


"What about us?" David asked.


"She wanted to know if I had slept
with you."


"And what did you tell her?"


"I asked her why she wanted to
know."


David chuckled.  "And what did she
say to that?"


"She claimed she was just curious. 
So I told her to ask you.  She said she already had, and that you had told her
to ask me.  Why in the world did you tell her to ask me?"


"I didn't, as such.  I told her,
when she asked, that it wasn't my place to answer the question, and that if she
wanted to know, she would have to ask you."


"Well, I didn't answer her, either. 
But I'm pretty sure she can figure that out for what it is."


"Probably."


"What's really going on with you and
Mom?"


David sighed inaudibly.  "You've
already gotten the answer to that question, Ellie."


"Not really..."


"Well, you've gotten the only answer
you're going to get, then."


Ellie frowned briefly, then went back to
her snowflake.


-----


As the family was heading home, they were
all excited that Ellie had won the snowflake design contest.  She was carrying
her prize in its box.  It was a solid replica of her snowflake design.


As they walked slowly, David sensed something
heading toward him.  He turned just in time to avoid the snowball that was
whizzing at him.  The thrower was someone with whom he was far too familiar.


"Get the hell out of my town,
Stroud!" Marcus snarled.


"Markie!  Hey!" David said in
syrupy solicitousness.  "Hey, you found a new school to go to yet?"


David watched in pleasure as Marcus' face
changed to a livid purple shade.


"You son of a..." Marcus
started, pulling his wand.


"Oh, please," David said,
mocking.  "You sucked when you were actually training.  I'm sure
you're rusty by now."


Marcus stood there in rage, his wand held
low.  Suddenly a taller man appeared at his side.


"What's the problem, Marcus?  Oh. 
What do you want, Hasterscant?"


"Nothing from you, Savolar,"
Roy replied.  "We were simply returning home when that delinquent you call
a son assaulted David."


"David... ah, this would be the
abomination, then."


"Try looking in a mirror sometime if
you're looking for abominations," David shot back.


"Don't speak to me," Mr.
Savolar said.


"Or what?" David challenged. 
"You'll hurt me?  If you're not any better than your son, that's
not really much of a threat, now is it?"


"How dare you!" Mr.
Savolar said.  He reached into his coat and yanked out his wand with
vehemence.  Suddenly, however, the snow beneath him and his son rippled and
shuddered, and they were both quickly on their backs, looking up at the sky,
the victims of David's aquamandy.


David walked over to Mr. Savolar, placed
his foot on the man's throat, and then bent down, picking up the wand that lay
beside his hand.


"I don't have to take this crap from
you," David told him.  "I put up with your son's shit for the sake of
the dean, not because I wasn't able to deal with him."  With that, David
snapped Mr. Savolar's wand in half, watching it spark and sparkle violently. 
He dropped both halves on the ground, one on either side of where Mr. Savolar
lay.  "Yeah, that's what I thought.  You strike me as someone who is very
long on mouth, and very short on ability, so I would advise you to leave me
alone, before I actually start getting nasty."


David did not expect a response.  Mr.
Savolar could not have given one with David's foot pressed tightly against his
throat, anyway.  He stared into the man's eyes, and Mr. Savolar shrank in on
himself, unable to face up to the glare of an angry undead man.  After a
second, David turned and walked away, back to the Hasterscants.


All of the Hasterscants gave the Savolars
one last look, and then they turned and left the square, heading for home.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


As usual, Denise was the first of the
family to rise in the morning.  She found David sitting in the backyard,
watching Jailla play chase with another bird.  She sat down beside him.


"Just how boring is your time
here?" she asked.


David looked over at her quizzically.


"You spend half your night awake,
with absolutely nothing to do.  And, other than the festival activities, you
don't actually have things you can do during the day, either.  I mean,
personally I love our chats, but be honest, you'd rather be somewhere else,
wouldn't you?"


"Like where?" David asked.


"Maybe back with your professor
friend?"


David frowned.  "Sam and I don't see
each other much anymore.  I think I've talked to her... maybe three times since
I achieved Mastery.  And even if I was with her, I wouldn't have a whole lot to
do.  Semester breaks are always boring for me, because right now, all my
interests are school-related.  Why are you so concerned about it?"


"I feel guilty for asking you to
come here," she admitted.  "I wanted you here for a very selfish
reason... one we haven't even been able to fulfill, anyway... and I just worry that
I've sentenced you to a month of boredom."


"Is this part of your Day of
Redemption?" David asked knowingly.


Denise blushed.  "Yeah, kind
of."


"Well, don't let it worry you.  This
is my third Yuletide outside of prison so far, and it's no more boring than the
first two."


Denise sighed.  "Well, that's
good."


"As to the other... we'll think of
something."


Denise smiled, and gave him a brief, but
very warm, kiss.


"I'll go get breakfast started.  You
want to go get the girls up for me?"


"Okay."


-----


David stood silently, staring at a
building with a tall spire.  It looked faintly religious, and he wondered if
there actually was such a thing in Callamandia, or if Diva Devata Jumala Zot
had made its way this far east.


He knew he was stalling.  He took a deep
breath, and then let it out.  Finally, he pulled out his mirror, dialed, and
said, "Prof. Louisa Fibblebitz."


In just a second, Lise's image appeared
in the mirror.  "Hello?  David!" she cried out happily.


"Hey, Lise," he said. 
"How are you?"


"I'm doing okay.  How about
yourself?"


"Can't complain... much.  Lise, the
reason I called... I kind of need to talk to you."


"You are talking to
me..." she said with a grin.


"I meant in person," David
said.  "Can you meet me in front of the big building that looks like a
church?"


"What, you mean here?"
she asked.


"Yeah.  I don't see a nameplate on
the building, so I can't really be more specific..."           "Is
there a statue of a banshee in front of it?"


"Uh... yes, that's probably what
that is, come to think of it."


"Okay, I'll be there in a few
minutes."


"Thanks, Lise."


David slipped a pixie stick in his mouth
as he waited.  It was his fifth of the day.  In just a little while, he saw
someone approaching from his right.  In a few more seconds, he was sure it was
Lise.  He smiled at her, and slipped the pixie stick's stick in his pocket.


Lise stopped a few feet from David, and
then she looked very nervous.


"It's good to see you, David,"
she said.


David, knowing what her problem was,
stepped forward, and opened his arms to her.  She immediately stepped to him,
wrapped her arms around him, and then kissed him passionately.  The two stayed
that way for a very long time.


Once they finally separated, David smiled
at her.  "Why so nervous?" he asked seriously.


"When you said we needed to talk...
Since we haven't done so in months, I figured something was wrong."


"Something is wrong, Lise...
and it's the fact that we haven't spoken in months."


"I'm confused," she admitted.


"You haven't been celebrating Yule,
have you," David said, not making it a question.


"No, I didn't feel much like
celebrating."


"Well, it's the Day of
Redemption."


"David, you don't have anything to
apologize for in our relationship..."


"Except that I haven't spoken to you
in months," he reminded her.


"I could just as easily have
mirrored you," she said.


"Why didn't you?" David asked,
pretty sure he knew the answer.


"I figured you were mad at me, and
wouldn't want to talk."


"And you figured that because I
hadn't contacted you," David said.  "I was busy all summer,
but I should have sent a letter or mirrored you.  I think we both needed a
couple months to get over the pain, but I never should have let it go so long
that you thought I was mad at you."


"Aren't you?  I led you on for five
months..."


"You didn't lead me on, Lise.  You
gave it your best shot.  It didn't work.  Shit happens.  We learn from it, and
we move on."


"Have you?" she asked.


"Have I... what?" David
responded, confused.


"Moved on.  Do you have a new
girlfriend?"


"Not the kind you mean."


Lise nodded.  "I see you've been
busy in other ways, though," she said, pointing to the various
paraphernalia on his coat.  "Information Officer... that's impressive,
though not too surprising, considering.  What are the others?"


"This is my Potions Mastery
badge," he said, fingering it.


"You mastered already?  Wow. 
Congratulations!"


David smiled at her.  "This one is
my Press Pass for the Gorumshead Crier," he continued.


"You're a reporter now?  I didn't
think you had an interest in that."


"It was the only way I could help
out Cat with a little problem she was having with her ex-husband."


Lise nodded.  "And what in the world
did you do to get two chevrons from the king?"


David shrugged.  "I'm not really
sure.  He gave me the award for my potions work, but I'm not sure how it
merited two chevrons."


"You've had a very busy second half
to your year," she said.


"It sure seems that way when you
lump it all together.  Really, it's been kind of a quiet semester,
though."


"No more problems at school?"


"Only the kind I'm supposed to
have," he said with a grin.


"That's good."


"So, how are things going for
you?"


"As well as can be expected. 
Running a department, even a small one, is a job and a half, especially since
I'm still keeping up a full teaching schedule, as well."


"And how is this school shaping
up?"


"Well, it's not Woodward.  It
probably never will be."


"Oh, I don't know.  It's got the
best Metamorphosis teacher in the kingdom..."


Lise blushed strawberry.  "Don't let
Cat hear you say that..."


"She's not here, now is she?"
David said with a grin.  After a long moment, David asked, "Have you found
another boyfriend?"


Lise shook her head.  "I haven't
even been looking.  Why bother?  I'd just end up breaking up with them, like I
did with you."


"Not necessarily.  Just don't date
any more demighosts," David told her with a smile.  Lise tried to return
it, but it was weak.


David put his hand on her upper arm and
said, "You can't give up, Lise.  Somewhere out there is the perfect guy
for you, and you'll find him."


"I already did.  And I broke up with
him earlier this year," she said sourly.


David pulled her close, and she clung to
him, crying silently for a long while.  Finally, she pulled back a little.


"It's cold out here.  You want to go
back to my apartment and we can talk... or other things..."


David smiled softly at her, and then gave
her another kiss.  "You don't have to ask me twice," he said.  He
kept one arm around her, but turned her so they could walk back the way she had
come.


As they were walking, David asked,
"So what is this building, anyway?"


"A church," she said with a
grin.


"Here?"


"Not everyone abandons God when they
learn about magic.  They just reorient their thinking somewhat."


"I guess," David said.


"Did you have anyone else you needed
to talk to today?" Lise asked after another short silence.


"No, why?"


Lise arched her eyebrows at him. 
"Because that means I've got you for the entire day!" she said with a
grin.


David smiled, leaned over and kissed her
passionately.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David felt much better after his visit
with Lise.  They had promised to keep in better touch with each other from then
on, and he felt reassured that she was coping well with her life, though he
could tell she was still upset about how things were playing out for her.


The Day of Expectation had been another
fun celebratory day for the family, which David had capped off by giving the
entire family a personal crystallomancy reading, since it was a day of looking
forward.


Now, it was late, and everyone else had
gone to bed.  David was still in the living room, the Christmas Tree sparkling
with the light of volunteer fireflies.  A small fire burned in the fireplace,
helping to keep the room warm.  He had finished up with his presents to the
family, and was now just sitting, staring out the window.  He could go to bed
at any point, but the later he stayed up, the later he got up, and for
Christmas Day, he'd rather get up with the family, rather than four hours before
them.


After an indeterminate time of sitting,
David heard someone coming down the hall.  He didn't bother to look.  He wasn't
at all surprised when Denise came in and sat down on the couch with him.  He
was turned to look out the window behind the couch, so she sat away from him,
and turned to face him herself.


"You're up late," she said
quietly.


"Had to put your presents under the
tree," he said, motioning.  Denise looked.


"What in the world is in that huge
box?" she asked.


David chuckled.  "It's for Gwen, of
course."


"Of course!" she agreed with a
wide smile.  The two lapsed into silence after that, and just sat together for
a long while.


Finally, Denise moved.  She slid close to
David, and then turned herself so that she could snuggle into him.  David moved
to help her be more comfortable, and the two sat quietly, staring at the fire
now.  David rested his one hand on her stomach while his other remained on the
back of the couch.  She sighed pleasantly and relaxed, enjoying his closeness.


When David's hand strayed upward to cup
her breast, Denise hummed appreciatively.  David leaned down and kissed and
nibbled her neck, causing her to begin to blush and squirm.


"If you don't cut that out, you're
soon going to have to do something more dangerous," she warned.


"I have no intention of cutting this
out," he said, right before he took her earlobe between his lips and
sucked on it.


Denise shuddered and moaned at that. 
David brought his other hand down from the couch, and fondled her other breast
with it, pulling Denise more tightly against him at the same time.


For the longest time, Denise just enjoyed
the feelings, but as her heat rose, and so did her volume, she finally said,
"We can't get caught doing this."


David removed his mouth from its current
position on her neck, and asked, "Do you know a way to keep people out of
this room?  A force field or something?"


"We can just lock the doors, as far
as that goes, but the sound will still carry through the house..."


"Go lock the doors," David said,
letting his hands slip from her breasts down to her sides.  They both got up
together, and David moved to the middle of the room while Denise went to each
end of the room, shutting and locking the doors there.


As Denise was finishing up, David raised
his hand and uttered, "Apraka sajona."  Instantly, the doors and the
walls of the room were hidden behind a shimmering silver barrier, which
reflected the Christmas tree lighting and the fire in the fireplace.  The
reflections rippled as the barrier undulated slightly.


"What is this?" Denise asked.


"A privacy field," David told
her, taking her hand.  "No matter how much noise we make now, no one
outside of this room will hear us."


"And we locked the doors
because..." she prompted.


"Just in case.  The field doesn't
prevent them from walking into the room."


Denise nodded, but then David pulled her
tightly against himself, and her nodding stopped as his lips engaged hers.  His
hands ran up and down her back, and she could feel his hard cock pressing against
her body.  As he slipped his tongue into her mouth, he also began to lift up
her nightgown, which was a very pretty blue and silver, rather than her usual
ivory.  It took David a solid minute of kissing before he had her gown bunched
up in his hands, and they broke their kiss so he could finish removing it.


Having been in bed, Denise was, of
course, naked beneath the gown, and David took in the sight of her bathed in
the fire light.  Denise blushed as he looked at her.


"I wish I had a picture of you, the
way you look right now," he told her.  "You're beautiful."


Denise's blush grew deeper, but she said,
"You'd really want a picture of me?"


David nodded.


"Well, you have your wand with
you... go ahead and take one."


"You sure?" David asked,
reaching for his wand.  Denise nodded.  David pulled out his wand and took the
image, then he put his wand back in its holster.  


Denise didn't move as David began to
remove his shirt, his eyes never leaving her.  It didn't take all that long
before David was nude, his cock fully erect and pointing at her.  David stepped
to her, took her hand, and led her over to a large floor cushion.  He lowered
her down onto it, and then he knelt between her legs, which she spread as wide
as she could for him.


David leaned down and swiped his tongue
across one of Denise's nipples, causing her to gasp and shudder.  He could tell
she was already very excited.  Moving down, he kissed his way across her skin
until his mouth met her clit.  As his tongue slid across the sensitive little
nib, Denise began to writhe, rolling her hips and moaning in pleasure.  It
wasn't long before her body went rigid and she groaned loudly, her first orgasm
washing over her.


Once her body had relaxed some, David
moved back up her body, stopping to kiss and lick each of her nipples again,
then moving so he was eye-to-eye with her.  He saw that she was almost fully
recovered from her climax.  He couldn't have that...


Reaching down, David positioned his cock
at her entrance, and pushed forward smoothly.  His dick slid easily into her,
but Denise wasn't quite expecting it, and so she cried out in surprised
pleasure.


"Oh, I missed that, Baby," she
told him.  David smiled down at her, and then kissed her as his hips began to
rock back and forth, sliding his prick in and out of her at a nice, steady
pace.


It didn't take a whole lot of this kind
of movement before Denise was heating up again.  David began to move faster,
pushing himself closer to his own peak.  Finally, when Denise's orgasm hit, he
let himself loose as well, pouring his spunk into her as her body writhed
beneath him.


"Oh, damn," Denise said. 
"That felt incredible.  Please tell me you're not done with
me."


David snorted.  "You think I went to
all the trouble to erect a privacy field for that?  Oh, no, my dear Denise,
we are nowhere near done.  You will, however, have to get me hard again."


Denise smiled as David rolled off her. 
She knew what he wanted, and she was happy to oblige.  She moved above him, and
it wasn't long before her lips were bobbing up and down on his dick.  David
reached out and rubbed his hand across her ass, then pulled on her leg until
she got the idea.  She straddled his face, her mouth never leaving his cock,
and David was soon licking her pussy lips, sending tingles of ecstasy
throughout her body.


By the time Denise had David hard again,
she was in desperate need of another orgasm.  When David gently pushed her off
him, she groaned in disappointment.


David stood up, and then he helped Denise
to her feet, leading her over to an armchair.


"Grab the far arm," he told
her.  She did so, which required her to bend over.  She spread her legs
unbidden; she knew what he had in mind, and highly approved.


David slid his cock back into her pussy,
and then he took hold of her hips.


"You ready?" he asked.


"God, yes!" she cried.


David gripped her hips firmly, and then
he began to slam his cock into her over and over again.  Denise was very
quickly grunting, and then crying out, with each thrust.  Her arousal was
rising quickly, and it was soon at a fever pitch.  Finally, it broke over, and
she screamed out her pleasure, her pussy convulsing around David's cock.


David wasn't even close to coming, and he
didn't really give Denise much time to rest from her climax, either.  He pulled
her up against him, his dick slipping out of her.  He took her over to the
couch, and then laid her down on it, her butt resting on the arm of the couch,
which elevated her pussy to a very nice angle.  David leaned over, sliding his
prick deep inside her in one motion.


Putting his hands on the couch on either
side of her head, David began to slam down into Denise as hard as he could. 
She was quickly panting, uttering encouragements so that he wouldn't stop.


David had no intention of stopping until
she came.  He pounded her pussy as hard as he could for long minutes, and she
was moaning and crying out as he fucked her.  Finally, she felt herself
reaching her tipping point.


"Oh, God, David, I'm gonna cum.  Cum
with me!"


David grunted, which was about all he
could do at that point.  He pushed himself to go even faster, and his hips
slapped against her full force, driving her to new heights.


In mere seconds, Denise screamed out
David's name, her body awash in orgasm.  David pushed himself to go as fast as
he could, and then he froze, his prick fully inside her, blasting his jism into
her pussy.


It was a long time before the two settled
from their highs.  David did so first, and he gently withdrew himself from
her.  He scooted her off the arm of the couch, so she would be more
comfortable, and then he knelt next to her, waiting for her to come to her
senses.


After a couple minutes, Denise looked at
him.  "That was incredible," she said.


David smiled at her, and then leaned down
and kissed her.  After that, he stood up, and offered her his hand.  She took
it, a little unsure of what he wanted.  Surely they were done, after such a
wonderful orgasm?


David led her back over to the floor
cushion, and once more laid her down on it.  He lay down beside her, and caressed
her stomach.


"Sore?" David asked quietly.


"No," she said.  "Just
very well fucked."


David leaned down and kissed her, his
tongue sliding into her mouth.  It was passionate, but subdued.  As David
rolled on top of her, Denise automatically parted her legs for him.  When his
cock slid back inside her, she sighed.


As he reached bottom, David broke their
kiss, and pushed himself up onto his elbows.  Very slowly, David began to move
in and out of Denise.  He kept his movements leisurely, almost lazy.


"Just out of curiosity, how many
other guys do you see regularly?"


"Regularly?  None."  Seeing the
look of surprise on David's face, she explained, "If I saw a local guy
regularly, things could get sticky.  I don't usually sleep with anyone more
than once a year."


"Why am I different?" he
asked.  His movement inside her continued at their unhurried pace.  It didn't
prevent them from talking, no matter how good it was making them feel.


"Because I trust you.  And because
you're not local.  Most of the time, you're over a thousand miles away.  And
because you're the best lover I've ever had."


David smiled at that last compliment.


"I don't know how we're going to
hide this from everyone else, though.  This room must reek by now..." she
said, a slight frown of concern crossing her face.


"Don't worry, I have a potion for
that."


"You think of everything," she
told him.


David leaned down and kissed her softly,
his dick still moving in and out of her.


When he broke the kiss, he said,
"Merry Christmas, Denise."


"Mmm," she told him. 
"Merry Christmas to you, too.  How long do you plan on doing this to
me?" she asked.  "You know neither of us is going to get off this
way, no matter how damned good it feels."


"I figured when you got tired of
having me inside you."


"We do not have that much
time," she told him seriously.


David smiled, and he kissed her again. 
And their coupling continued.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David and Denise had spent a couple hours
together, before they both headed to bed after cleaning up and clearing the air
in the living room.  David felt bad for Denise; he would still get his usual
four hours of sleep, but she was used to having a few more hours than that. 
Nevertheless, she was up before the others, getting breakfast prepared.  David
found her in the kitchen, giving her a welcome good-morning kiss and a hug.


"I checked the living room.  It
smells wonderful in there, thank you."


"After I used my potion, I used
another one to make it smell like sugar cookies and hot cocoa in there."


"I know.  It made me hungry!" 
David chuckled at that.


"Thank you again for last
night," Denise said quietly.  "You don't know how much I needed
that.  But why didn't you tell me about the damn privacy field before?"


"Honestly, I didn't think of it. 
I've only needed it a couple of times since I learned it."


"Well, trust me, you're going to
need it a few more times while you're here!"


David grinned.


"Now, go wake up the girls, so we
can get this party started."


-----


"So, what did David get for
you?" Zyla asked Joe.  They had already opened David's presents to Grace,
which meant that the room was now full of toys and a pile of clothes.


"If this is a book, I'll kill him. 
It'd be too uncomfortable to read."  The package was thin, but fairly
large otherwise.  Joe ripped off the paper.  "Holy hell, how did he get
this?"


"What is it?" Zyla asked.


"It's an autographed picture of
'Shoulders' Neisentos, one of the best slugball players of all time!  Hell, how
did David even know I liked slugball?"


"He has stayed here, you
know.  It's not like your fascination is hidden."


Joe grinned.  "No, I guess not. 
What'd he get you?"


Zyla opened her present carefully. 
Inside was an elegantly inlaid wooden box.  She opened the hinged lid, to find
an orb inside.  She pulled it out, to find it was attached to a crystalline
base.  She set the orb on the coffee table, and then pulled out the small card
inside the box, that explained what the orb was.


"It's a meditation orb," she
told Joe.  "You tap the top three times, and it lights up with patterns
inside, that help you enter a meditative state.  This is a very nice one,
too."


Joe nodded.  "I guess he pays
attention when he talks to people," he said.  "You said that you and
he had talked about meditating."


Zyla nodded.  "He's had to do it for
school, and well, you know how out of sorts I can get unless I keep my mind
calm."


"Don't I," Joe said playfully. 
Zyla whacked him on the arm for that.


-----


"So, should I just transfer this box
right to the freezer?" Olissa's mother asked, referring to the package
addressed to Bispy.


"We should at least open it
first," Olissa said with a grin.  "Bispy likes to drool on them
before you put them away."


The family laughed as Bispy tore off the
wrapping paper.  He used one very sharp claw to cut the tape open, and then he
pulled open the flaps of the box.


"You're getting good at that,"
Olissa told him.


"High incentive makes me work
harder," Bispy replied.  She chuckled.


Inside the box wasn't only the expected
Omaha Steaks cooler, but this time, there was a card attached, as well.  The
card was a ticket for Bispy to take part in a goat hunt.  This was an event for
familiars who happened to be predators.  It allowed them to take out some of
the aggression they had to subvert in order to be familiars.  This one would
take place in the spring, up near Gorumshead.


"I'm telling you right now,"
Olissa said to him, "I'm not going to watch."


Bispy chuckled at her.


"What did David get you this year,
eh, che?" her father asked.


Olissa opened her own present from David,
and found inside it a very intricately carved stone box, and a small scroll. 
She opened the box's lid, and a beautiful song began to play.  It wasn't the
tinny chimes of an Earth music box, but sounded as if an entire orchestra was
playing the song.  The sound seemed as though it couldn't really be contained
within the box itself.


Picking up the scroll, Olissa saw that it
was a list of songs that the music box contained.  She picked one at random,
and spoke its name.  Suddenly, the music faded to silence, and was replaced
with the new song she had requested.


"That's lovely," her mother
told her.


Olissa just nodded.  David knew her too
well, she thought, for him to have found this kind of gift for her.  It made
her feel bad that all she had gotten him was a picture of the two of them
together during their trip to Mirelia.  She had also sent him the usual box of
goodies, but she made those herself, so that hardly counted as a Christmas
present.  She gently put the lid back on the music box, and carried on with her
Christmas.


-----


"What in the world?" Prof.
Stott asked herself.  She had not decorated her apartment for Yule.  With no
one else there to share it with her, she didn't see the point.  When she woke
up on Christmas morning, however, she found her living room decked out in a
bigger Yule display than she had ever indulged in.  Sitting on an end table was
a box with a card on top.  She went and picked up the card.


Sam:


I knew you'd forget to decorate, so I asked Emile
and Cat to do it for you.  I hope they did a good job.  And the present is...
something to help you, until you find a new playmate.  I'd advise opening it in
private.


 


Merry
Christmas!


Love,


David


 


What did he get me? she wondered
avidly.  She fairly tore open the box, to find inside a dildo.  Sam laughed as
she ran her fingers along it.  It reminded her very much of David's dick, and
she had to wonder if it was a replica.


When she saw the instruction sheet in the
box, she pulled it out, and her suspicion was confirmed.  It was a replica of
David's penis... with a couple added features.


Following the instructions, she said,
"Wiggle."  The dildo started to make small flutters along its entire
length.  Sam shivered at the thought of it.  


"Squirm," she told the dildo. 
The small shivers it had been doing ramped up until the entire length was
undulating, the tip of it moving back and forth.  "Thrust," she told
it.  The dildo now bent itself, and then straightened, and Sam knew that if it
was in the right place, it would feel very much like a thrusting cock.


I'm going to be late to the party,
she told herself with a warm smile as she headed back to her bedroom, pulling
off her nightgown as she went.


-----


"This one is from David," Dean
Lengel said.  It appeared to only be a card, but it was wrapped in ribbon, like
a present.


"You know, it doesn't feel quite
right without him here this year," Prof. Phillips said.  "Don't you
agree, Samantha?"


"Mm," Prof. Stott said, taking
a sip of her eggnog and frowning slightly.


"What did he send you this
year?" Dean Lengel asked her.


Prof. Stott suddenly turned a wonderful
shade of strawberry pink.


"Oh.  Never mind," Dean Lengel
said, chuckling at Prof. Stott's discomfort.  "Now, let's see what this is
all about."  She pulled off the ribbon and opened the envelope, reading
the card aloud.  "This little note is to announce the arrival of your Mood
Goby, whose home has been installed in your office.  Instructions for his care
and feeding will be found on your desk.  The Mood Goby will grow attached to
its owner over time, and will reflect his or her mood in its coloration.  We
hope you enjoy your new friend.  The Enchanted Fish Emporium."


Dean Lengel looked a bit nonplussed. 
"I've never owned a fish before.  I wonder just what David was
thinking."


"Probably that you needed something
to help you relax.  Watching fish swim is very calming.  And Mood Gobies can
sing."


"Sing?"


"Well... more like a whistling, but
they do carry a tune."


"Hmm."


"What did you get him?" Prof.
Stott asked her.


"Well, it's funny that he got me
something to relax, because I got him a book of coupons for free massages down
in town... to help him relax!"  With that, the group laughed, and
then Dean Lengel returned to opening presents.


-----


After breakfast was over, the Hasterscant
family adjourned to the living room.  David and Denise shared a look, and a
slightly embarrassed smile, remembering how they had spent the previous night
in this room.


David set Jailla down on a small table,
which had been laid out with various goodies for the familiars.  The mice he
had brought for Nalani were contained, though Nalani could easily reach in and
grab one.  For Jailla, Peanut, and Anne's familiar, Eric - who was a fruit bat
- there were fruits and nuts.  Jailla immediately grabbed a walnut and began
breaking it apart.


"Well, who wants to go first?"
Roy said.  David went over and took his usual chair, which was actually
somewhat away from the family.  Roy explained, for David's benefit,
"Generally, we allow one person to give out their presents at a time.  It
makes it easier for everyone to see what everyone got.  Plus, it focuses a bit
more on the giving than the receiving."


"Shouldn't David go first, as our
guest?" Anne asked.


David held up his hand.  "How do you
usually decide?"


"I beat up my sisters until they let
me do it," Ellie said with a grin.


"Right!" Gwen said.  "We
usually play a game to figure out who goes."


"Well, then let's stick with
that," David said.  "What's the game?"


"This year, we'll play Odds and
Ends.  Here's how it works:  When it is your turn, you will choose a number,
and write it down.  Then you will roll the die, and you will write that number
down, and add your two numbers together.  Once everyone has done that, we start
with... well, this year, we'll start with you, normally we start with me, and
we'll go around the room, adding the totals together.  The goal is to be the
first person with an even total.  Once you get an even total in any round, the
remaining players start all over.  Got it?"


"Sure."


Roy handed out little slips of paper, and
David wrote down his number.  Then, the game began.


Ultimately, Roy ended up going first.  He
handed out various gifts to the girls, and to his wife.  These gifts, David
saw, were mostly small things, of nice sentiment, but trivial value.  He hoped
his gifts would not seem out of place here.  Roy did not give David a gift.


"Denise will give you our
gift," Roy told him with a smile.  David nodded.


Gwen was next.  Her gifts to her family
members were very nice and well thought out.  She handed David his, and then
knelt down, watching him open it.


David unwrapped the paper, to find a
simple wooden box.  The box was hinged on all four sides, and David wasn't
quite sure how he was supposed to open it.  There was a strange circular inlaid
design on top, with three indentations around its edge.


"Turn the figure on top
counter-clockwise," she told him.  David did so, and the box fell open. 
Inside was a golden ring, with what looked like a silvery spider web inside of
it.  The ring had a post at the bottom, which apparently fit into another post
attached to the bottom of the box.  The entire inside of the box was decorated
with various symbols and designs.


"It's very pretty," David said,
"but... what is it?"


The family chuckled, and Gwen giggled. 
"It's a dream catcher, to use with your oneiromancy.  It magically records
a person's dreams so that you, as the diviner, can interpret them later,
instead of having to attend the dream with the dreamer."


"Oh, I get it.  That way you don't
have to be in someone's personal space while they're sleeping."


"Right.  I couldn't really think of
what to get you, so I talked to your professors."


"Sneaky," David said.


Gwen blushed slightly.  "Prof. Zoroaster
said you had done well in oneiromancy, but that you weren't pursuing it because
of the... well, the intimacy it involves.  So, this kind of fixes that
problem."


David nodded.  "Thank you."


Gwen smiled, and then she continued
passing out her gifts.


Anne was the next to pass out gifts. 
When she got to David's, she said, "I don't know if you need one of these
or not, but I really didn't know what else to get you."


David smiled at her, and then opened the
box.  Inside was another wooden box.


"It seems to be the year for small
wooden boxes," David said with a grin.  He opened this one to find a basic
wand maintenance kit inside.


"Oh," David said brightly. 
"Actually, I do need one of these.  Mine is running quite low.  Thank
you."


Anne smiled at him, and then moved on.


Denise's turn was next, and she gave
David his present first.  He opened it, to find a garment box.  Inside that was
a bathrobe.  He took note of the fact that the robe was the same blue color as
his school uniform.


"I almost had them embroider the
Academy's insignia on the pocket," she told him with a wink.  David would
have blushed, if he'd been able.


Beneath the robe was a toiletries kit,
with aftershave lotion, cologne, hair gel, and some shaving cream.  He didn't
shave, but he wasn't going to tell Denise that.


"Thank you both," David said,
nodding to Roy, and smiling at Denise.  With that, the gift-giving carried on.


Ellie was the last of the family to give
out gifts.  She'd gotten some nice things for her parents, and school-related
things for her sisters.  David's gift was in a fairly large box.  He opened it
carefully, and then looked up at her.


"You have no idea how hard it was to
find someone who could make that," she said.  The box was a model kit of
the Spirit of Chicago, the boat they had gone on for their dinner
cruise.  It was, according to the picture on the front, very intricately
detailed, and even had working lights.  David looked to her for an explanation.


"You don't seem to have any
hobbies.  I wanted to give you something to do other than study."


David smiled at her.  He did do
something other than study...  Ellie blushed, knowing what he was thinking, but
neither of them said a word.


"Thanks, Ellie.  It's great.  It may
take me a while to build it, though.  This looks pretty complicated."


"Good.  It'll keep you occupied,
then," she said with a smile, and moved back to her seat.


"Well, it's your turn now, David. 
After that, we'll open the presents sent to us from elsewhere."


David nodded, and then stood up.  He
first handed Anne her gift.  Anne thanked him before opening it.  When she did,
she found...


"Oh, look.  A wooden box!" 
Everyone laughed about that.


Anne opened the box by sliding the lid,
which was attached permanently at one corner with a pivot.  As soon as she'd
opened it fully, she saw that the box was mostly solid, with just a small hole
in the very middle of it.  Once she'd gotten the lid out of the way, a small
faceted crystal popped up out of the hole, and it glowed.  The room was immediately
filled with a meadow scene.  Nearby, apparently where the Christmas tree had
been, stood a beautiful Arabian horse.  In the other direction, galloping
toward them, was another horse, this one an Appaloosa mare.  As they watched,
other horses came and went.


Finally, Anne pivoted the lid slowly
closed.  As soon as she started moving the lid, the crystal stopped glowing and
dropped back into its spot in the box.  The image faded, and they were back in
the living room again.


"How did you know?" Anne asked.


"I asked," David said,
motioning to the family.


"Thank you very much.  It's
lovely."


David nodded, and then he gave Ellie her
gift.  It was a fairly large box, which she tore into.  Once she had undone the
top flaps, a blue sphere popped out of the box and floated in front of her at
about eye level.  It was glowing, and Ellie finally realized it was a globe. 
She put her hand on it, and rotated the globe slowly.  Then, just to see what
would happen, she gave it a flick, and it spun for a long time, until she
finally put her hand on it and slowed it down.


"This is neat," Ellie said,
pushing it to see if it would come back to her, but it stayed where it was put.


"It does one other thing,"
David said.  He walked over to it and tapped it twice on the North Pole.  The
globe suddenly shifted.  It had been showing Dugerra, but now it showed Earth. 
Ellie looked at it, trying to hide how much more interested she was in Earth
than in Dugerra.  She looked at David, who kept his face calm.


"This way, when Prof. Gardner is
talking to you about Earth stuff, you can figure out where the heck he's
talking about, as it relates to Dugerra," he said.  Ellie knew he was
intentionally covering for her, while still giving her a present she could
really use.


"Thanks, David," she said. 
Without thinking, she gave him a kiss, right there in front of her parents. 
David smiled at her, and then she sat down.


"Can I do mine next?" Gwen
asked.  "I want to know what's in that big-assed box!"


The family laughed at her, and David
smiled.  "This may be the very last Christmas present you get from me,
Gwen.  I don't know how I would top this one."


"Oooh," the family said
appreciatively.  David reached into his pocket, and took out a small remote
control, handing it to Gwen.


"Your present is self-opening.  Just
press the green button."


Gwen did, and the box shook, then the
front side of it burst open.  The box fell forward, and inside they saw a
jumble of parts, and two glowing lights.


"What in the world is
that?" Denise asked.  Suddenly, whatever was in the box started to move
forward, into the light.  It rolled out of the box, and then unfolded itself,
until it was standing four feet tall.


"Meet Butlertron," David said. 
"The world's first modular electronic domestic assistant.  This isn't even
in production yet.  I had a devil of a time convincing him to sell me one. 
Press the blue button."


Gwen did, and suddenly, it looked as
though Butlertron had fallen to pieces.  In fact, he had.  His arms popped
loose, changing shape as they crawled down the main body to the carpet,
revealing themselves to be small, many-handed machines.  The main body of the
robot separated, sliding downward and forming what looked like some kind of
mobile media center, speakers on its sides and a projection lens in his
forehead.  The two leg robots stayed about the same.  One had tracks, and the
other had wheels, and they both looked like transport machines, for carrying
things around.


"Wow," Gwen said, unable to
come up with anything else to say.  She then threw her arms around David and
gave him a huge kiss.  "I love it!"


"What does it actually do?"
Anne asked.


"He's... a butler.  He does
household chores.  You can hook your iPad into his chest, and it will control
him.  You can give him orders, and he will do them.  It will take him time to
learn the whole house, though."


"He looks like he'd have trouble
with the stairs," Denise said.


David just smiled.  "Butlertron has
several tricks up his metal sleeves, but I'm not going to reveal them all to
you."


"How do I put him back
together?" Gwen asked.


"Just press the blue button.  Of
course, once you learn to program him with your iPad, it all gets easier.  He
can also follow voice commands, after he learns your voice."


"This is so cool!"


David grinned.  "I'm glad you like
him.  You get to figure out how to recharge him."


Gwen chuckled at that.


Finally, while Gwen fiddled with
Butlertron, David handed Roy a business card.


"What's this?" Roy asked.


"The name of the contractor who'll
be here on Thursday to discuss the renovations with you."


"David, you can't..." Denise
started.  David raised his hand to stop her.


"Yes, I can.  You guys have all been
a big help to me over the last few years.  This is the least I can do to repay
you for it.  Besides," David added with a smile, "It'll cost me less
than that robot did."


"Thank you," Roy said, his eyes
conveying the depth of his gratitude.


With that, their Christmas Day went on.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

























	
	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 4


Chapter 8: January


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David finished getting dressed, and then
he looked over to Jailla, who was preening himself in front of the mirror.


"You want to wear one of your
decorations today?" David asked him.  For Christmas, David had gotten
Jailla a set of magical adornments.  They were similar to the one that Lise had
made for him, except these could be taken off and reused, rather than just fading
away.


"Yes, I think the one for the throat
would be nice today," Jailla said.  David grinned, and reached for his
wand in its holster, which was still sitting on the bed.  It was under David's
new bathrobe.  As David grabbed the bathrobe, he felt something.  He realized
that there was something in the pocket.  He set it down, and pulled out a piece
of paper.  He read what was written there, and he smiled.  He would do
something about that later.  He slipped on his holster, and withdrew his wand,
so that he could apply Jailla's decoration.


Now that both of them were
"dressed", they went downstairs.  The Yuletide decorations were gone
now, and the Christmas mess was cleaned up long ago.  The house was dark and
quiet, since the rest of the family was still sleeping.  Jailla, in fact,
returned to sleep shortly after they came downstairs.  David could not, of
course; his sleep for the day was done.  He sat on the couch, staring out at
the lightly falling snow and just thinking about all the things that had
happened to him over the last few years.


David was gently roused from his reverie
when someone sat down on the couch next to him.  He looked to see Gwen.  He
greeted her quietly.


"It's gotta suck, having to be awake
when no one else is."


David shrugged.  "It's a bit boring
here.  At school, I make better use of the time."


"Yeah, I figured.  That's why you're
kicking everyone's butts with your grades."


David chuckled.  "Yeah.  But it's
not like your grades sucked..."


"No, A's and B's aren't bad.  They'll
get me whatever job I want at the end of the school year."


David frowned.  "Are you not
planning to continue with school after this year?"


"Probably not," Gwen said. 
"To tell you the truth, Jess and I are starting to get pretty serious, and
she has plans for after this year.  If I want to stay with her, then we'll have
to leave school together."


"But is that what you want?"
David asked.


Gwen frowned.  "I really have no
idea what I want to do.  I'll probably end up working as a store clerk
somewhere.  I don't really have any ambitions.  If I thought I could make the
pros, I might try a career in baxayr, but that's short-lived, anyway.  By the
time you're thirty, you're pretty much done.  The game is too brutal."


David nodded.  "From what I've seen,
you're pretty good.  I think you could do it, if you really wanted to.  But
that would be a lot of traveling, I bet, which might not be best for a new
relationship..."


"Yeah."


"So, the question is, is your
relationship with Jess important enough to you to forget about that career
option?"


Gwen paused for a long moment, her face
twisting this way and that in thought.  Finally, she said, "Yeah, I think
it's certainly getting there.  If we keep going the way we've been, I would say
that yes, it will be that important to me by the end of the year."


"Well, then, congratulations, for
one, for finding a partner.  And... good luck, finding something that you'll
enjoy doing."


"Thanks.  What about you?  What are
your plans for after your citizenship exam?"


"I'll be staying at Woodward for a
while longer yet.  I may go for the full eight years, just to give myself all
the possible options.  I mean, it's not like it's shortening the time I can
spend in a career, now is it?"


Gwen chuckled.  "No, it definitely
isn't doing that."


"I wonder, though, if I'll have any
friends left after this year.  Well, other than Ellie."


"And Anne."


"Eh," David said.  "Anne's
not really my friend.  We never say more than hi to each other."


"I'm sure someone else will be
staying.  Please don't make me feel bad about abandoning you..."


David reached out and put his hand on
Gwen's arm.  "You have to do what's right for you.  Don't worry about me. 
At the very least, I still have the teachers.  They love me."


Gwen giggled at that.  "Some of
them, quite literally," she told him.


David grinned.


The two of them continued to chat as the
sun rose higher in the sky.  Soon enough, Denise was up, moving around in the
kitchen.


"I'd better go get my sisters
up," Gwen said.


David nodded.  They both left the living
room.  Gwen headed upstairs, and David went to the kitchen.  He slipped in
behind Denise, and gave her a soft kiss on the neck, his hands sliding around
to her abdomen and pulling her back against him.


"Mmm," she said.  "Good
morning."


"Good morning," he replied
quietly.  "What's for breakfast today?"


"Egg and cheese casserole."


"Sounds tasty.  Gwen went to wake up
Ellie and Anne."  Roy had already left while David and Gwen had been
chatting.


"No need to rush.  This will take a
while to cook."


"You could speed it along..."
David said.


Denise shook her head.  "I can never
get it to come out right that way."


David smiled.  "Well, okay.  Do you
need a hand, or..."


"You know I don't need any help
making breakfast.  Just stand there and look pretty."


David snorted.  Just then, there was a
knock at the front door.


"I'll get it," David said. 
Denise nodded.


Upon opening the door, David saw a man
dressed in a formal coat and a businesslike shirt and pants beneath.


"Yes, can I help you?" David
asked.


"May I speak with David Stroud,
please?" the man asked politely.


"That's me," David informed
him.


"Ah."  The man pulled a
scrolled parchment out of his coat's inner pocket, and handed it to David. 
"This is a notice that you are being sued and a summons to appear before
the magistrate."


"Sued?  By who?"


"Douglas Savolar."


"Over what?"


"A broken wand.  He is suing for the
cost of the wand, plus the cost of the court proceedings, as well as a punitive
amount."


"When do I need to appear, and
where?"


"Tomorrow afternoon at three
o'clock."  The man told him where to go, and then excused himself.  David
closed the door, and then looked at the parchment, which merely told him in
legal language what the man had already said.


"What was that about?" Denise
asked when David re-entered the kitchen.


"I'm being sued," he said, and
then explained it to her.


"That louse," Denise said
angrily.  "The whole incident was his son's fault.  He just wants to cause
you trouble."


David shrugged.  "I broke his wand,
I freely admit that.  I'll happily pay to replace it, just as I did Marcus'
coat when I destroyed it in our first big fight.  He could have just
asked."


"That is not the Savolars' style. 
They like to make a public spectacle of everything they do.  And I'm sure the
'punitive' amount he's asking for is excessive in the extreme."


"Well, whatever.  I guess I have to
dig out my dress uniform for tomorrow."


"You're going to wear your uniform
to court?"


"They're the best clothes I've
got."


"What about the idea of associating
your actions with the school, though?"


David frowned.  "I hadn't thought
about that."


"Your friends the Garibaldis gave
you some nice clothes for Christmas.  Perhaps you could wear those,
instead?"


"Maybe.  I'll think about it."


Denise nodded, and returned to preparing
breakfast.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


The next day, David walked into the
hearing hall wearing the clothes that Joe and Zyla had sent him.  They weren't
a suit and tie, but they were nice dress clothes, and a dark gray Comfort Cloak
coat, much like his school coat.  


The hearing hall wasn't quite like a
courtroom in Earth.  The magistrate sat in a high-backed, plush chair in the
middle of a long table, with similar, but smaller, chairs at either end for the
plaintiffs and the defendants.  A chair, which sat back from the table, but was
directly across from the magistrate, was used for witnesses to sit in while
being interviewed.


When David arrived, the courtroom was
almost empty.  Douglas and Marcus Savolar both sat up at the magistrate's
table.  A woman, whom David presumed was Douglas' wife, sat in one of the few
seats away from the table.  These were clearly for witnesses, and David
wondered what she was doing there, as she had not been present for the altercation.


David had brought several witnesses
himself.  The entire Hasterscant family had come, as well as three other
people, known to the Hasterscants, who had also witnessed the encounter.


When Douglas saw David enter the room, he
scowled.  As David approached the table, Douglas said, "We'll see, now,
who has the last laugh, Stroud."


"Nothing about your family is funny,
Savolar... well, except your abilities are something of a joke."


Douglas Savolar sputtered in anger, but
the magistrate came in at that point, and he could not retort.


"All right, if everyone will take a
seat," the magistrate started, "we'll get this proceeding underway. 
This is the case of Savolar v. Stroud, is it not?"


"Yes, Your Honor," Douglas
Savolar said.


"Before we begin, are there any
procedural comments anyone would like to make?"


David waited a beat, to see if Mr.
Savolar was going to say anything.  When it was clear that he wasn't, David
said, "Yes, Your Honor, there are two things I'd like to mention."


"Very well, go ahead," the
magistrate said patiently.


David had spent all of the previous day,
and all of the morning, going over the rules for the court.  He had wanted to
be as prepared as possible, just in case Savolar tried anything funny.


"Your Honor, the notice of suit that
I received mentions only one plaintiff, a Mr. Douglas Savolar.  As such, he
should be the only individual at the plaintiff's table."


The magistrate nodded, and turned to
Douglas.  "He is correct.  Your son needs to withdraw from the
table."


Marcus scowled at David, but didn't dare
to argue with the magistrate.  Instead, he went to sit beside his mother.


"Your second concern?" The
magistrate asked David.


"As I understand it, there are no
spectators allowed at these proceedings.  Therefore, I have to ask if the woman
which Marcus Savolar is now sitting next to is a witness.  If she isn't, then
she should be removed from the proceeding."


"Mr. Savolar, do you plan on calling
the woman as a witness?"


"She is my wife," Douglas
responded.


"That's not the question I
asked," the magistrate responded calmly.  "Is she a witness?"


"No," Douglas admitted
grudgingly.


"Then I'm going to have to ask that
Mrs. Savolar leave the chamber at this time."


As Mrs. Savolar got up to leave, Douglas
demanded, "And what about all of his people?"


The magistrate turned to David. 
"Are any of the people who entered with you here as spectators only?"


"No, Your Honor.  Everyone I brought
with me was an eyewitness to the events to be discussed here.  I will, if
necessary, call each of them to be interviewed."


"Guess that's that," the
magistrate said.  "Are there further procedural issues?  No?  Very well. 
Let's begin with the complaint.  Mr. Stroud, you are accused of destruction of
private property, namely Mr. Savolar's personal wand.  You are further accused
of causing undue emotional distress due to the loss of such a personally
important item.  Mr. Savolar is asking for the sum of two hundred granas to
replace the wand, five hundred granas to cover court costs, and four million
granas in punitive award.  I would like you to respond to this request before
we begin interviews."


"Yes, Your Honor.  I will gladly pay
the two hundred granas for the wand.  Mr. Savolar is not legally entitled to
the five hundred granas for court costs, however.  As to the punitive award,
since Mr. Savolar instigated the action which directly led to the destruction
of his wand, I don't feel that such an award is warranted."


"On what basis do you make the claim
that he is not legally eligible to recover court costs?" the magistrate
asked.


"According to the law, in order to
recoup court costs, he is required to have sent me a certified request, filed
with the court, to settle the matter outside of court.  He did not do so.  The
first contact I had with Mr. Savolar concerning this matter was my summons to
appear here today."


"Is this correct, Mr. Savolar?  Did
you skip over the non-judicial negotiation?"


"Well, yes, but..."


"There is no but, Mr. Savolar.  If
you did not follow the necessary protocol, you are not entitled to recover
court costs.  I am immediately finding in favor of the defendant for that
request.  Further, as the defendant has already agreed to it, I am also finding
in favor of the plaintiff in the amount of two hundred granas, as the cost of
replacing the lost wand.  Therefore, the only item still at issue is your
punitive award request.  By what determination do you claim the loss of a wand
is worth four million granas?"


"I have felt completely adrift
without my wand, Your Honor," Mr. Savolar said, forcing emotion into his
voice.  "I have been unable to function.  My job requires me to perform
magic regularly, and I have been unable to attend work for over a week now.  My
boss has threatened to fire me, and the stress I have been under has affected
my health.  As such, a punitive award is warranted.  In order for the award to
actually be punitive, it must be commensurate with the defendant's
wealth.  As Mr. Stroud is an extremely wealthy individual, the award must be
correspondingly large."


"And how do you know how wealthy Mr.
Stroud is?" the magistrate asked.


"He flaunts that fact everywhere,
Your Honor."


"I have an objection to that
statement," David said quickly.


Douglas scowled at David, and the
magistrate asked, "What is your objection?"


"He hasn't actually answered your
question.  In what way do I 'flaunt that fact everywhere'?  Personally, I would
be interested to know just exactly how he knows how rich I am, when even I am
not entirely sure."


"Mr. Savolar?" the magistrate
asked.


"I..." Douglas stammered. 
"I have a friend in the financial firm where Mr. Stroud has his money
managed."


"I see.  So you're admitting to
violating his privacy?"


"It was an innocent conversation a
couple years ago, Your Honor."


"No, it definitely wasn't innocent,
though it may have been a couple years ago.  Either way, just how wealthy do
you believe Mr. Stroud to be?"


"He is by far the wealthiest person
in the kingdom, with the exception, of course, of the king."


"Is this true, Mr. Stroud?"


"I honestly have no idea, Your
Honor.  I don't even know how much money I possess."


"Four million granas..." the
magistrate asked.


"Would not be that hard to come by,
no," David replied, answering the magistrate's unasked question.


"But you're not willing to pay
it," the magistrate responded.


"Not to someone who doesn't deserve
it."


"You claimed that Mr. Savolar was
responsible for the events that led to the breaking of the wand.  How, exactly,
did that happen?"


"The Hasterscant family and I were
attending the Day of Celebration, during Yuletide.  We were just about to head
home when Marcus Savolar threw a snowball at me.  We exchanged words.  At that
point, Mr. Savolar joined the... conversation.  After further words, he
threatened me by drawing his wand."


"I made no threat!" Mr. Savolar
interrupted.


"You'll have your chance, Mr.
Savolar.  Continue, Mr. Stroud."


"After preventing Mr. Savolar from
hexing me, I walked over, picked up his wand, and snapped it in half.  I then
dropped the pieces on the ground, said some more things to him, and left."


"Are you leaving out any physical
details?" the magistrate asked.


David nodded.  "When I approached
him, I did place my foot against his throat.  I did this to prevent him from
moving while I picked up his wand.  At no time did I apply enough weight to
cause any physical harm... though he was having trouble talking.  I make this
assessment by the fact that he wasn't talking, which seems to be his
favorite pastime."


The magistrate smirked.  "Do you
have anything to add?"


"Only that, had the man simply left
me alone from the beginning, or walked away without drawing his wand, nothing
would have happened.  Since he was the one who chose to draw his wand, it is up
to him to take responsibility for the result of his actions.


"Perhaps he was just defending
himself?"


"From what, Your Honor?"


"Did you have your wand out at the
time?"


"I did not draw my wand throughout
the confrontation," David replied.


"That's a lie!  He hexed us with bara!"


"Is this true?" the magistrate
asked David.


David snorted.  "No.  I did
make them fall down.  It was not by using bara."


"What means did you use?"


"I used aquamandy on the snow
beneath them.  It was a thick enough layer that its movement removed their sure
footing, causing them to end up on their backs."


"He admits it!  He must have had his
wand out!" Mr. Savolar shouted.


"Mind your volume, Mr.
Savolar," the magistrate said.  "And your facts.  Aquamandy is not
performed with the use of a wand."


"But he was clearly dangerous
without his wand!" Mr. Savolar insisted.  "He could have hurt me at
any time!"


"How do you respond to that, Mr.
Stroud?"


"He's right.  I could have
hurt him at any time, but didn't.  If I'd had malicious intent toward
the man, there's nothing he could have done to prevent me from hurting him. 
The fact that I was able to snap his wand in half proves that.  All I wanted
was to be left alone."


"Then why did you break his
wand?" the magistrate asked.


"I honestly didn't feel that I could
safely turn my back on the man and walk away, without removing his primary
ability to hex me.  That meant either rendering him unconscious, or rendering
him magicless.  I had a feeling he wouldn't be able to easily come up with a
spell that he could do without his wand before we were out of range.  I was
right."


The magistrate smiled.  "Okay.  Let
me be clear about what has been presented as the facts of the matter.  Mr.
Stroud and the Hasterscants were attending the Day of Celebration, as were Mr.
Savolar and his son.  Upon seeing Mr. Stroud, Marcus Savolar threw a snowball
at him.  Mr. Stroud and Marcus exchanged unpleasant words, but no actual
violence..."


At this point, David interrupted. 
"Your Honor, I would like to point out that Marcus did, in fact, draw his
wand, as well.  He never raised it in preparation for a hex, however."


"And why didn't you feel it
necessary to break his wand?"


"Because I knew he was too
incompetent to be a threat," David replied plainly.  The Hasterscants
chuckled, and David could see that Marcus wanted to shout a retort, but held
his tongue.


"...Okay, then," the magistrate
said.  Continuing, he said, "Mr. Stroud and Marcus exchanged heated words,
and Marcus drew his wand, but no magical or physical violence took place.  At
this point, Mr. Savolar arrived, and more heated words were exchanged.  Mr.
Savolar drew his wand, with the apparent intent to hex.  Mr. Stroud used
aquamandy to prevent either of the Savolars from hexing him.  He then detained
Mr. Savolar by means of a foot on the neck, and snapped his wand in half, but
did not snap Marcus Savolar's wand.  At this point, David said more
words to Mr. Savolar, and then left.


"Does either party dispute the facts
of this event?"


"I object to the idea that I was
attempting to hex him," Mr. Savolar said.


"I said apparent intent, Mr.
Savolar.  You had your wand raised above waist level, did you not?"


"Well, yes..."


"And your attitude was
hostile?"


"Yes."


"That is apparent intent to hex,
according to the law."


Mr. Savolar was clearly trying to find
something else to object to, but he couldn't think of anything reasonable, as
the judge did have the substance of the event right.


After a pause long enough for him to see
that there were no objections, he said, "So, what we have left is the
mental and emotional trauma allegedly endured by Mr. Savolar.  Mr. Savolar has
already stated the reasons for that trauma.  Mr. Stroud, do you have anything
to say, or any questions to ask him, in regards to this?"


"Just one, Your Honor.  Mr. Savolar,
how much money do you have in your bank account?"


"I object, Your Honor!  He has no
right to know that!"


"Why not?  You dug into his..."


"That was an innocent conversation. 
This is obviously irrelevant to the matter at hand!"


"Is it?" David asked.


"Perhaps if you elaborate on your
question," the magistrate asked.


"I'm curious to know if Mr. Savolar
has sufficient funds in his account to have easily afforded the replacement of
his wand."


The magistrate nodded, and turned to
Douglas.  "You have made an issue of money in this case, Mr. Savolar.  You
are going to need to respond.  Do you have, shall we say, at least one thousand
granas in your account?"


Gritting his teeth, Mr. Savolar said,
"Yes, Your Honor."


"Was that money available to you at
the time of the wand breakage?"


"Yes, Your Honor," Mr. Savolar
replied, seething, but keeping his tone civil toward the magistrate.


The magistrate looked to David.  "Is
that sufficient information for the point you are trying to make?"


"Yes, Your Honor.  It proves that,
whether you find that Mr. Savolar is responsible for the breaking of his own
wand or not, Mr. Savolar's mental anguish was clearly contrived and, if it
truly existed, it was self-induced.  He could have replaced his wand before
ever going back to work, and so therefore would not have felt 'incomplete', and
it certainly wouldn't have impacted his job in any way, shape or form."


The magistrate nodded.  Turning to Mr.
Savolar, he asked, "Do you have anything to add to this discussion?"


Mr. Savolar sat for a long moment, his
mind obviously churning for something to say, some gambit to try.  Ultimately,
he had to say, "No, Your Honor."


To David, the magistrate asked, "Do
you have anything to add?"


"No, Your Honor," David replied
immediately.


"Very well.  Both parties have
agreed to the court's stipulation of the facts of the case.  Do any of the
witnesses present wish to dispute any of the facts as outlined
here?"  After a brief wait with no response, the magistrate continued. 
"Because the facts of the case are not in dispute, I do not need to
interview any of the witnesses.  I am hereby rescinding my previous findings in
this case."


There was a bit of a stir among the
Hasterscants when the judge said that.  Was he going to find in favor of Mr.
Savolar on all counts?


"I am hereby entering a finding in
favor of the defendant on all three claims.  Mr. Savolar, you obviously entered
into the situation with malicious intent.  I am not going to punish your victim
just because he happens to be a better wizard than you are.  Let it be a lesson
to you that actions have consequences, no matter who your father is.  This case
is closed."


The magistrate got up and left the
chamber.  David rose as soon as the magistrate did.


Douglas Savolar was seething as he rose,
which was well after the magistrate left.


"You may have won this battle,
Stroud," Mr. Savolar said, "but you will never be a true
wizard."


David snorted.  "If you're an
example of a 'true' wizard, I sincerely hope not."  With that, David
walked away, joining the Hasterscants and the others.  He decided to take them
all out for a celebratory dinner.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Why is it that you don't have to
ride the carriage this time?" Denise asked him after Anne had departed on
the school carriage.  Ellie and Gwen would be going back with him, in his
glidecar.


David said, "There's not really
anything for me to do.  There aren't any new students to guide.  Everyone on
the carriage knows the school by now.  So, no point in me riding if I don't
need to."


"What about students who start
during the spring semester?" Ellie asked.


"There's no such thing," David
said.  "The school only admits new students in the fall."


When they returned to the house, Denise
said, "Are you girls all packed?"


"Almost," Ellie said.  Gwen
nodded in agreement.


"Well, you better get to it.  I
don't know how long it'll take you to get to school in the glidecar, but you
don't want to be arriving too late."


The girls headed upstairs to finish their
work.


"You packed?" Denise asked.


David smirked.  "My stuff was in the
car before any of you even got out of bed this morning."


Denise smiled.  "It's been great
having you here, David.  Not just for the sex," she said, her voice barely
audible, "but because you're a good friend to me, and this family.  And I
can't thank you enough for hiring that contractor for us.  So many of the
things that have been wrong here for years are now fixed, and we don't have to
worry so much.  It will make life much easier."


David smiled and put his hand on her
arm.  "It was my pleasure," he said.  "Speaking of pleasure...
and of sex," David said, walking her down the hallway toward her
workroom.  "I found this little note in the pocket of my bathrobe, that
says I'm entitled to one free blowjob..."


"I was wondering how long it would
take you to find that," Denise told him with a blushing smile.  They
stepped into her workroom and closed the door.  Denise sank to her knees and
unfastened David's pants.  In a couple more seconds, her mouth was working over
his cock, her lips sliding sensuously along his shaft, her tongue slipping back
and forth.


David enjoyed the sensation for a couple
minutes, holding back his climax as long as he could.  Finally, however, he
couldn't resist any longer.  He grunted a warning, and then blasted his spunk
into Denise's mouth.  She swallowed it all, then licked his cock clean before
slipping it back into his pants, and standing up.


"There, now your Christmas present
is complete," she said with a grin.  The two kissed strongly for a long
moment.  Since Christmas Eve, the pair had had sex many times, using the
privacy field, which David was now an absolute expert with.  He'd even used it
once to have sex with Ellie in her bedroom, but he wasn't about to tell Denise
that.


Once Denise and David had finished, they
left the workroom, and stepped outside.  The day was cold, to say the least.


"So, who gets to sit next to
you?" Denise asked with a grin.


"I'll let them fight over the middle
seat.  Sitting next to me is not the benefit of that seat today."


"Oh?"


"Today, it's the warm seat. 
It won't be getting any wind."


Denise chuckled.  "True.  I wonder
why they didn't put doors on it."


"I don't know.  But I'm thinking
about having some added."


"Not a bad idea."


After another couple minutes, Ellie and
Gwen came out with their bags.  David opened the trunk, which was already over
half-full.


"I'd wondered where Butlertron got
off to," Gwen said.  "I thought Mom was hiding him so I couldn't take
him with me!"


David chuckled.  "I packed up what I
could before you got up.  I didn't have anything else to do."  He threw
the rest of the luggage in the trunk, which was far bigger on the inside than
it was on the outside.  He closed it up, and they were ready to depart.


Gwen and Ellie each gave their mother a
hug, and she wished them well.  David then gave her a hug, and a kiss on the
cheek.  She wished him the best of luck, as well.


"C'mon, Jailla!" David said. 
Jailla had been keeping himself warm by sitting in the thick branches of a pine
tree.  He now winged his way to David's shoulder.  "Hmm.  Looks like Ellie
won the battle," David said to Denise.  Ellie was sitting in the center
seat.


"Keep an eye on them for me, would
you?" Denise said seriously.


"You know I do," David
replied.  "Take care, and thank you for letting me stay here."


"You're always welcome here,"
she told him.


With that, David got in the car, and
started off.  He waited until he was out of sight of Denise to put his arm
around Ellie, who then snuggled in close to him.  Gwen took the opportunity
that provided and scooted slightly toward center, to stay more out of the wind.


-----


The ride back to school was long, but
uneventful.  It was well past dark when they arrived, though they had beaten
the carriage by at least an hour.  They had stopped for meals, but had gotten
lunch "to go", and had eaten in the car.


David helped Gwen and Ellie get their
stuff up to their rooms, and had told them he would see them in the morning. 
His own stuff, he had packed into his Conjuring Room, and so he headed for his
dorm room next.


When David opened the door, it looked as
though a whirlwind had passed through the room.  Books and papers were thrown
everywhere.  Items were dumped off desks, and drawers were pulled open.


"Not this shit again," David
grumbled.  He didn't go inside, but stepped back away from the door, instead. 
He dialed up security to report the break-in.  They said they would call the
Rimohrs, and that it would be some time before they arrived.


David nodded at that, and then he called
up Mr. Garibaldi himself.


"I'm not there yet, David.  I just
got the damned call!"


David grinned.  "I know that.  I was
wondering if you and Vivian wanted a ride."


"We can catch a coach..."


"Which will take you an hour.  I
have a glidecar.  I can be down to you in twenty minutes, and it'll be twenty
minutes back here."


"Um... sure, if you don't
mind."


"The sooner you get here, the sooner
I can see what's missing."


"Okay.  I'll contact Vivian, and we'll
meet you here."


"On my way," David told him. 
He locked up his room, and then headed for the glidecar.  On the way, he called
Jim and told him about the problem.


"Well, shit.  What did they
take?"


"I haven't looked yet.  I didn't
want to contaminate the room."


"Okay.  I'll stay with Sherry until
you let me know they're done."


"Don't you want to see if anything
of yours was taken?"


"Eh, I don't have anything worth
taking.  I'm sure if they took anything good, you'll notice it's missing."


"Uh-huh.  Well, I'm on my way to
pick up Joe and Vivian, so I'll talk to you later."


"Will do."


-----


"So, what's missing?  Were they
after your amulet again?  Or that book?"


"No, both of those are still kept
elsewhere.  They took my orb clock, for sure.  Also, it looks like I'm missing
my wand maintenance kit.  Good thing I got a new one for Christmas.  I was just
about to check my potions to see if anything was missing."


"Go ahead," Joe told him.


Once David opened his potions kit, the
missing item was obvious.  "Uh-oh."


"What is it?" Vivian asked.


"My Incorporeus potion is
missing."


"What does that do?" Vivian
asked.


"It turns people into a living
ghost," he told her.  "They could pass through walls without ever
opening the door."


"I'd forgotten about that potion. 
You sure this wasn't stolen before?  Maybe that's how they're committing the
thefts."


"I use these potions regularly, so
I'm always in this box.  If it had been missing before, I'd have noticed.  But
they couldn't use it to steal anything, anyway."


"Why not?"


"Well, the potion makes them
insubstantial.  Apart from being able to walk through walls, it also means they
can't touch anything.  They couldn't pick it up and carry it off."


"Oh, I see," Vivian said. 
"So, why steal it?"


"I'm not sure.  Maybe to make it
look like I'm doing it?  Or that I've provided the thief with a way to do
it..."


"There's a thought," Joe said.


"But there's a problem," David
said.  "Well," he said, "Perhaps not actually a problem.  It
might be helpful, actually..."


"What's that?"


"Almost no one knows about this
potion.  I've never used it, personally.  The only person who has is my
roommate, Jim.  The only people who know about it are the people who were at my
Masterpiece Presentation.  Well, and whoever they may have told.  But it's not
a widely known potion.  Since they didn't just grab the entire kit, but they
did specifically grab that potion, I have to assume they know what it
does."


Joe and Vivian both nodded.  "It
gives us something more to think about."


David said, "Did you ever narrow
anything down from the TEM 101 notes?"


"No.  Too many people fit the
possibilities."


David nodded.  "But, now, with five
thefts, they still haven't hit Pegasus Dorm.  Why not?"


"Maybe they live there?  Too easy to
be spotted and remembered?"


"Could be," David agreed. 
"Seems kind of obvious, though."


"True.  Would you avoid
Pegasus Dorm, if you were going to steal things?"


"Joe!" Vivian exclaimed. 
"What kind of question is that?"


"I'm just trying to figure if the
thief is trying to think like David."


David frowned.  "It's hard for me to
say.  I've never once thought about stealing anything.  But I can't see any
reason I would avoid Pegasus Dorm, or any other of the single-year dorms."


"You'd avoid the upper dorms?"
Vivian asked.  "Why?"


"Outside access.  In order to get
in, you'd have to stand outside, where anyone could see you, not just from the
dorm hallway, but also from the rim of the moat.  It would be far too easy to
get caught."


"And that might explain why our
thief isn't stealing from those.  But it doesn't explain the avoidance of
Pegasus Dorm."


"No.  That's very confusing.  I'll
have to think about it," David said.


"If you get any answers, let me
know.  I think we've done all we can here."


"Okay.  You want me to drive you
back to Bolmont?"


"Only if it's not too big an
inconvenience," Vivian told him.


David shrugged.  "Got nothing else
to do, except clean up.  That can wait."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Nice try, Stroud, but it isn't
going to work," Aaron said, upon seeing him in the lunch room.  "You
can steal from yourself all you want, but we all know you're the thief."


"Apparently 'we all' doesn't include
the Rimohrs, who have repeatedly cleared me of guilt," David said.


Aaron scoffed at that notion.


"Aaron, what's your real problem? 
Are you so hard up for something to do that you have to invent things to
bitch about?"


"You don't belong here,
Stroud," Aaron sneered.  "This is our school!"


"Who is 'our'?  This school has
about a hundred non-human students in it."


"I'm well aware of the freaks and
rejects," Aaron replied.


"Ah, I see," David said. 
"Well, guess what?  This is our school, too.  Maybe more than it is
yours.  And if you don't like us, you can feel free to go to a different
school.  I hear that Sheindam Hall only accepts humans."


"Sheindam Hall?" Aaron said in
disgust.  "That's the worst school in the kingdom.  The students there are
a bunch of morons!"


"So you should fit right in,"
David told him maliciously.  "What does it tell you that the only people
willing to go to a humans-only school are a bunch of idiots?  Rag on me all you
want, it won't change the fact that this is my school as much as it is
yours.  It will, however, make you look like a jerk.  But then, I'm pretty sure
you are a jerk, so at least you're being honest."


"Fuck you, Stroud."


"You're not my species," David
replied.  "I don't sleep with slugs."  With that, David walked away,
to join his friends at their table.


"What is that guy's deal?" Gwen
asked.


David shrugged.  "Like Marcus before
him, he thinks humans are the only ones who should be here."


"What a bunch of bullshit,"
Simon said.  "I heard about the break-in, though.  What did they
take?"


"Nothing critical.  A clock, and one
of my potions."


"Just one?" Jess asked.


"Yeah, just one.  It was my
Incorporeus potion."  David explained what that did, for those who had not
been at his Presentation Day.


"So now they have a whole new way of
making it look like you're doing these crimes."


"They can't actually use it for the
thefts," he replied, explaining why.


"What if they just use it for long
enough to enter the room, and then turn back solid?" Olissa asked.


"It would be tricky to get just the
right amount to do that.  It is possible, though.  But I'm sure this
isn't how they've been getting in previously, so... why bother?"


"Because it makes you look even
guiltier.  Now, even if you aren't directly involved, it looks like you're
providing them a new way in and out," Simon said.


"Yeah, I guess.  That's why I want
to catch whatever shit-for-brains is doing it."


"Good luck," Heath told him.


-----


"Good morning," Prof. Thropp
said to the class.  "Welcome to Enchantments and Curses 402.  This is the
final class of the Spells curriculum.  Should you wish to continue with your
spells training beyond this semester, you will need to make arrangements with
one or more of the Spells Department instructors.


"This will have no bearing on your
coursework this semester, however.  We will continue our work on stronger, more
long-lasting enchantments.  We will also work towards somewhat greater
complexity in what our enchantments can do.  Previously, we've had some
impressive work done, especially for mid-term exams.  This semester, all of
your enchantments will be expected to last over time, and they will become more
complicated as the semester wears on.


"Are there any questions so
far?"  There were none.  "Very good.  Now, we're going to start with
a short review sheet, just to make sure you remember everything you're supposed
to know, before we try to cram even more stuff into those heads of yours."


The class groaned at the idea of a pop
quiz on the very first day of class, which was what Prof. Thropp always meant
when she said "review sheet".  Prof. Thropp glared at the lot of
them, and then she flicked her wand.  The stacks of parchment flew down the
aisles, single sheets flying off the top of the stack to land on individual
desks.  Shortly, everyone had their review sheet.


"Begin," she said.


David looked down at the questions, and
realized it had been a long time since he'd done any enchanting.  He scrunched
up his eyes, then shook his head, and returned to his paper, trying to remember
the answers to what seemed very hard questions.


-----


"How did you do on that quiz,
David?" Flo asked.  She and Olissa were walking out of Sabrina Hall with
him, as they were both in his E&C class.


"Struggled a bit in the beginning. 
It took a while for my brain to kick in.  I don't use enchantments much."


"Maybe you should start,"
Olissa said.  "Don't want to forget all of what you've learned."


"I suppose... but I haven't found
much need for them, really.  I mean, most of the stuff around here already does
what I want it to."


Flo chuckled.  "You could enchant
Aaron's chair to slide out from under him every time he sits down..."


David and Olissa both laughed at that.


They rode down to the terrace together,
then Olissa broke off, to go to the dorm, as she did not have a class.  David
and Flo walked together toward their classes, and separated so she could go
into Animperium.  David had TEM.


-----


"Good morning, class.  I see one or
two faces I'm not familiar with, so let me say that I am Prof. Niobi Rutherford,
and this is Theory of Elemental Manipulation 302.  This is the last formal TEM
class, and is, by far, the hardest for most students.  In here, you will learn
the art of electromandy.  That is, you will take an electric charge, and you
will learn to manipulate it, direct it, strengthen it, or dissipate it.  I
would caution you not to try redirecting lightning, no matter how good you
think you are.  It will not have the results you expect.


"So, what can you
manipulate?  Well, if you go to Earth, there's electricity everywhere.  They
pipe it right into their homes.  They use it for their technology.  Here in
Dugerra, electricity is somewhat more scarce, but you can, when you are
skilled, pull sufficient amounts right from the air around you.  Here in class,
we will be using an electricity generator, which will give you all you need to
practice these skills.  We will work on how to draw it from the air in the last
quarter of the semester.


"For the record, electromandy does
not play well with the other elemental manipulations.  In particular,
electromandy and aquamandy are, generally speaking, a dangerous combination. 
Electromandy and aeromandy can be used to some effect, if, for instance, you
form a ball of electricity, you can use air currents to direct it.  But then,
you could just use electromandy to direct it, so why bother?


"Anyway, that is our study for the
semester.  Let me hand out the syllabus, and then we will get started."


David was not as surprised as some of his
classmates about what they would be learning this semester.  He'd read ahead in
his book, and he'd seen the section on electromandy.  He wondered just how hard
this was going to be.


But electricity's like the air.  It's
always moving.  I didn't have any trouble with aeromandy... Maybe this will be
like that.  In truth, David hadn't had any real problems since getting over
his difficulty with terramandy, but he still wasn't a very strong elemander,
his aquamandy final notwithstanding.  He could perform the tasks, but they
generally took him more time and concentration than would be useful in an
emergency situation.  He could make use of his skills as long as he had plenty
of time.  That would have to be sufficient.


David's thoughts were interrupted as
Prof. Rutherford began her lecture, and he started taking notes.


-----


"Good afternoon, David," Tracy
said.  "Do you need to see the dean?"


"Yes, ma'am."


"You call me ma'am again, and you'll
never get in there," Tracy said with a smile.


David grinned.


"Go on in, she's free at the moment."


David knocked, and then entered when
bidden.


"Well, David.  Your arrival is
fortunate.  I can't find my fish!"


"Excuse me?"  


"My goby.  I can't find him.  He's
not in his bowl.  He's nowhere on the floor... is this some kind of prank?  A
disappearing fish?"


David smirked.  "That would
be funny, but no.  Have you checked the fern?"  Dean Lengel had a large
potted fern sitting close to the large round bowl that was the goby's home.


"I looked in, and didn't see
anything.  I even looked in the branches."


"Hmm.  Well, I don't know what to
tell you.  Either he'll turn up, or maybe he got eaten.  If you can't find him
soon, I'll get you a new one."


Dean Lengel continued to look around,
until she forcibly stopped herself, and walked back to her desk.


"Well, what can I do for you today? 
Is there a problem we need to deal with?"


"That depends on how you look at
it.  I just wanted to ask you about Brent Losterman."  Seeing the look on
her face, he said, "The student I had a fight with at the very end of last
year, he wanted my amulet back?"


"Oh!  Him.  Yes, what about
him?"


"Did he ever tell you how he had
managed to get in and out of my dorm room without using the door?"


Dean Lengel frowned and shook her head. 
"He couldn't tell anyone anything of use.  He became rather unhinged after
your fight.  I think the very notion that you didn't know all about that
amulet, plus the fact that he'd been completely unable to get it back from you,
cracked something in his head."


"Oh, I don't know.  I think it was
pretty cracked already."


Dean Lengel chuckled.  "Quite
possibly.  Why did you want to know how he got in?"


"The thief.  What I keep coming back
to is, how is this rat getting in and out of the rooms?  They all have
magically locked doors that won't let just anyone in, so how did he do
it?"


The dean frowned.  "That's a good
question.  I don't know."


"The magic on the doors... that's an
enchantment, right?"


"Right."


"Who could I talk to, to see if
there is a way of defeating that enchantment?"


"Oof.  The only one who might know
something is Prof. Snooch."


"I don't know... him?"


"Yes, him.  E. Benjamin Snooch. 
He's older than I am, and he's been here for a very long time.  Be aware he's
rather mercurial and has mood swings."


"Well, at least you didn't tell me
to go talk to Prof. Teller."


"Do you not like him?"


"Oh, he seems like a great guy,
but... how do you get him to shut up?"


Dean Lengel laughed heartily.


"Anyway," David said when she'd
calmed down, "I'll have a talk with Prof. Snooch at some point.  Thanks
for the advice."


"No problem, David.  Have a good
day."


David rose to leave, and his eyes slid
over the fish bowl.  Nonchalantly, he said, "Your fish is back."  He
kept walking, as Dean Lengel jumped up from her chair to step over to the bowl,
finding, sure enough, that the goby was now happily swimming around in its
bowl.  She stared at the door David had just gone through.


Is he messing with me?


The fish flashed a rainbow of colors,
mimicking his owner's confusion.


-----


"Excuse me, Prof. Snooch?"
David asked after knocking on the professor's door frame.


"Yes, can I help you?" the man
inquired.  He was clearly elderly, his white hair slightly unkempt.  He had no
beard or mustache, but his sideburns were significant.  He wore an old, worn
robe in the traditional style, but of a faded red color.  At least, David hoped
it was faded, and that the man had not originally chosen pastel pink.


"Sorry to bother you, Professor.  We
haven't met.  My name is..."


"I know exactly who you are, son. 
No one on the staff of this school isn't aware of the dean's fair-haired boy. 
Just state your business."


David was a little taken aback at that
pronouncement, but plunged forward, anyway.  "Yes, sir.  It was the dean,
in fact, who suggested I talk to you.  She said you were the only person who
might be able to tell me what I needed to know."


"Did she, now?" the man said,
obviously pleased.  "Well, then.  By all means, ask away!"


"Sir, is it possible to defeat the
magical enchantment on the dorm room doors?"


"Of course it's possible.  Anything
is possible, son.  What business is it of yours?  You don't need to
defeat the doors, anyway.  You can just walk through them."


David grinned.  "Yes, sir.  Well, I
don't know if you're aware of the thefts that have been occurring on
campus?"


"I'm old, not senile.  I know what
goes on around here.  What about them?"


"Well, I've been helping the Rimohrs
with their investigation, and the problem we're having is that we can't figure
out how the thief is getting in and out of the rooms.  I was wondering if they
might have figured out a way to defeat the magical lock on the doors."


Prof. Snooch frowned.  "Unlikely in
the extreme."


"Sir?"


"For someone to do what you are
suggesting, they would have to be a Master Wizard.  And not even all of them
could do it.  That magic is some of the strongest known.  No Master Wizard
would waste his time stealing things."


"I see.  So, there's no, like,
'trick' way of getting around it?  You'd have to defeat the enchantment through...
well, magical 'brute force'?"


"Yes, exactly.  You're fairly bright
for a... what year are you?"


"I'm in my fourth year, sir.  I'm a
mage."


"Yes.  Very bright for a mage.  But
you couldn't defeat that enchantment.  Nor could any of your classmates."


"I see.  Do you have any idea how
they might be getting into the rooms, then?  Since they can't go through the
door, they must be getting in somehow..."


"Perhaps they are merely conjuring
items out of the rooms, without going in at all," Prof. Snooch snapped. 
"Did you think of that?"


"Yes, sir, actually I did.  The
problem is that they couldn't see what they were conjuring, and, as I
understand it, you have to have a pretty good idea of what you're conjuring,
and about where it is.  You can't just randomly conjure an item from a room. 
Unless, that is, you conjured everything out of the room, into another
room, took what you wanted, and then conjured everything back."


"And that's not an option?"
Prof. Snooch inquired.


"No, sir.  That kind of conjuring
leaves a magical trace, which we haven't seen.  Plus, we're back to an
extremely powerful wizard, to do that kind of conjuring."


"True.  Well, then, you've only left
the obvious."


"Sir?"


"Think, boy!" Prof. Snooch
sneered.  "If you can't go through the door, you must, somehow, go around
it!"


"Um... yes, sir.  How would you do
that?"


"I can't do all your work for you. 
I have a class to instruct."


"Yes, sir.  Thank you for your
help."


"You are most welcome."


-----


"Good afternoon, everyone.  You are
here for History 402, I hope.  My name is Prof. James Burke, for those of you
who don't know me, and I do see some faces I don't recognize.  The title of
this class is Government Operations.


"So, what are we going to study in
here?  Well, in your Civics class, we told you what the government does in
order to keep the country running.  What we didn't tell you is exactly how
it does those things.  For instance, we told you that the King's Council passes
laws, but we never discussed the specific procedure for them to do so.  We told
you that the Office of Outlawed Magic watches over prohibited spells, but we
didn't outline how that happens, and exactly what they do about it when
something happens.


"In this class, we are going to go
into detail.  We are going to delve into the day-to-day operation of the
government, and discuss exactly how they get the job done.  We will cover all
of the major government offices, and especially all of the legislative
offices.  By the time you are done with this class, you will have an intimate
familiarity with the way Callamandian government does things.  Should you
choose a career within that government, you will already have a level of
comfort with the operation of whatever department, agency, or office you end up
in.


"This is mostly a lecture class,
with some discussion.  As such, there will be a bi-weekly test.  There will be
no term papers necessary in this class, so your tests are important.  Your
final represents one-third of your grade.  I will expect fairly complete
comprehension of this study material, so please do not think you are going to
breeze through this class.


"Now, let's begin, shall we?"


David looked around, and realized that
most of the people in this class were unfamiliar to him.  Those people he did
recognize were people he knew to be in their upper years at the Academy.  Only
one of his friends were here, and that was Jess, who was not sitting near him. 
David shrugged; it wasn't the first class he'd taken "alone".  He turned
back to face the professor, and listened intently to the lecture.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Okay, ladies and gentlemen, this
semester we will start on mixed-weapons practice.  What this means is that you
will learn to use your sword to defend against a staff, and your staff to
defend against a sword.  You won't always be faced with an opponent who is
armed the same way you are.  It is important that you learn to use your
weapons' full abilities, no matter what challenge you are faced with.


"First, however, we must do our
warm-ups.  Everyone, take your separation..."  All the students spread
out, to have the usual ten-foot empty space around themselves.  As they began
their calisthenics, and then their warm-up drills, Prof. Teller gave them some
basic information about the theories behind mixed-weapon combat.  He felt it
saved time if he did this while they worked out.  Besides, it was David's firm
belief that the man thought if he stopped talking, his jaw would freeze shut.


Once they were done with warm-ups, Prof.
Teller said, "Okay, pair off."  Brock came over to David.


"Hey, can I pair with you this
semester?"


"I guess... it doesn't look like
Arthur's here this time.  Wonder why not."  Arthur had been David's
partner last semester, but he was absent from the class.


"Don't know."


Prof. Teller said, "One of you
choose staff, the other take sword.  You will reverse later."


"Which you want first?" David
asked.


"Sword."


"Right," David said, and took
out his staff, activating it to its full length, and then doing a couple of
twirls, just to loosen up his arm and get the feel for his weapon again.  After
that, he held it down along his right side, as was his custom when he was not
actively using it.  Brock had drawn his sword and done a couple maneuvers with
it, as well, to likewise prepare for their lesson.


Prof. Teller led them through a
half-dozen different maneuvers before having the pairs switch weapons and go
through them all again.


"Okay, now," he said, once all
that had been done, "I want you to take what we've learned today, and put
together short mock-battles.  Do not use force; focus on correct movement. 
I've given you three attacks, and three defenses, for each weapon, so chain
them together to make up your own little fight.  Begin."


David and Brock moved together,
correcting each other on posture and position as they worked out a likely
combat scenario.  Prof. Teller came by them at one point, and said, "Good,
boys.  You're getting the idea.  Keep it flowing, use moves that seem to follow
from the previous move.  Good work."


With that, the professor moved on, and
David and Brock continued their little scene.


-----


"Hello, David.  How are you this
evening?" Prof. Blackstone asked.


"Pretty good, Professor.  You?"


"Doing just fine.  Well, I guess
it's time for us to really pick it up with your apprenticeship, isn't it?"


"How will this apprenticeship go,
sir?"


"What do you mean?"


"Well, as an example, with my
potions apprenticeship, first she had me learn to make potions well, then she
had me study ingredients, and then I had to invent my own potions.  What's
the... well, the process for Conjuring?"


"Ah, I understand your question
now.  This will not be like that.  There is very little left to discover in
Conjuring.  At least, we don't think there is.  To become a Conjuring Master
really means to excel at the skills you've been taught.  To that end, your
apprenticeship here will be a lot of hard practice.  You could equate this to a
sort of physical education, I suppose.  You are pushed to your limits, to
perform the task at hand to the very best of your abilities, until you have
mastered all of the concepts you are capable of."


"Kind of like martial arts, then?  I
learn harder skills as I progress, and I don't progress until I learn the
skills?"


"Yes, very much like that.  You're
already well ahead of your class, thanks to Delquin's idiocy, plus your own
talent and interest.  From here on out, I am going to force you to fail."


"Sir?" David asked, concerned
about just what he meant by that.


"If you can perform a task easily,
I'm not going to ask you to do it anymore.  I will always be looking for the
edge of your skill set.  I will keep you right there on that edge.  You will be
failing most of the time in your apprenticeship, because as soon as you stop
failing at something, I won't ask you to do it anymore.  Understand?"


"Yes, sir."


"Good.  Now, tonight, and for as
many sessions as it takes me, I am going to have to look for your limit.  So,
prepare to wear yourself out, because we're going to be conjuring like
mad."


David smiled.  "Yes, sir."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"So, how are things going so
far?" Gwen asked David.  They were sitting at dinner, the first time
they'd all been together as a group since classes had started.  Jim was, of
course, absent, as he was sitting with Sherry.


"Pretty good.  Of course, it's only
been a few days."


"Any classes look like
trouble?" she asked.


"Maybe Government Ops.  Other than
that, no.  And that one only because Prof. Burke has made it quite clear that
he's going to expect us to remember nearly everything."


"Why are you taking that
class?" Simon asked him.


David shrugged.  "On the advice of
Dean Lengel, I'm considering the idea of a government job after school.  In
order to be ready to do that, they recommend you take GovOps."


"What kind of job do you think
you'll do?" Olissa asked.


David shook his head.  "I'm not sure
yet.  I'm kind of hoping that GovOps will give me a better clue.  Since we'll
be talking about how all the different offices do their jobs, it will help me
get an overview of all of them, and maybe help me decide if any of them are the
kind of place I'd like to be working."


"Good luck with that," Flo
said.


Just then, Ellie approached the table and
sat down.  After greeting everyone, she looked at Flo.  "Pickles,"
she said, drawing out his name.  "You come out here."


Pickles peeked his head out from under
Flo's hair, and gave a brief chitter, as if to say, "What?"


"Get out here right now," Ellie
said.


Pickles climbed down Flo's arm to sit on
the table.


"What do you have to say for
yourself?" Ellie asked sternly.


"What's the matter?" Flo asked,
concerned.


"Peanut... is pregnant!"
Ellie said.


The entire table burst out laughing as
Pickles cringed, ran around in a circle, then ran back up Flo's arm to hide in
her hair once more.


Flo looked abashed.  "I'm sorry,
Ellie!"


Ellie giggled herself, and waved Flo
off.  "Not your fault, it's theirs.  Bound to happen, the way they were
going.  It's possibly going to be a problem for you, though."


"Why?"


"Peanut wants them to raise their
children together, which means either you take in Peanut, or you give up
Pickles, while they raise the litter."


"How long would that be?" David
asked.


"About three months," Ellie
replied.


"So, nearly the rest of the school
year," Gwen said.


"It would be the rest of the year,
by the time the kits are born, which will be around the end of next
month."


"The question is," Simon said,
"Is Pickles interested in helping raise them?  Or is he going to be
a dead-beat dad?"


Pickles uttered some very unfriendly
sounding chitters.  Flo didn't bother translating.


"I think it's safe to say that
Pickles is willing to play Daddy," Olissa said with a grin.


"Did Peanut have a preference for
where she wanted to raise her kits?" Flo asked Ellie seriously.


"She likes your room," Ellie
said.  "She said it was more fun and fluffy than my room."


David snickered, and Flo blushed.  Flo
said, "Well, I'm willing to look after her, if you're okay with
that."


"Don't have much choice but to be
okay with it, or get nipped on a daily basis," Ellie said.  "I'll let
you know when she's getting close to giving birth, then we can make up some
kind of nest for her."


"Don't let her use your new squirrel
slippers," David said with a grin.  Flo giggled.  David had gotten them
for her for Christmas.


Gwen just shook her head.  "All the
antics that go on around here, and who gets pregnant?  The familiar!"


With that, the entire table broke out
laughing again.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~






















	
	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 4


Chapter 9: February


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


As David emerged from Hughes Hall, having
just completed his TEM class, he was confronted by Kippy, who had clearly been
waiting for him.


"David Stroud, you are to report immediately
to the dean's office."


David's eyebrows went up, but he nodded. 
"I'll be there as quick as I can."


Kippy popped out of existence, and then
David conjured his book bag away into his Conjuring Room.  He'd planned to
spend some time studying, but clearly he was going to be doing something else.


When David arrived at the office, Tracy
just motioned him toward the door.  She had a worried look on her face, which
puzzled him.  He'd never seen her rattled.  He knocked on the door to Dean
Lengel's office.


"Come in!" said the voice.  David
opened the door slowly.  He had never heard Dean Lengel's angry-stern tone of
voice before.


"You wanted to see me, Ma'am?"


"You get in here and give me back my
fish!  This is no longer funny, Mr. Stroud."


David came fully into the room and closed
the door behind himself.


"Dean..." David stopped, then
reconsidered.  "Emile, I didn't take your fish.  Why would I do that? 
Better question, how could I do that?  Your office is always either
occupied, locked, or guarded by Tracy."


"And you're a conjurer.  Put him
back," she said, her voice still quite rigid.


"How long has he been missing?"
David asked.


"An hour and a half!"


"I've been in TEM for the last
ninety minutes," David pointed out.  "And I wasn't late to class. 
Were you out of your office at any point around that time?"


"No.  But it wouldn't matter, if
you'd conjured him away!"


"But I didn't.  And I doubt anyone
else did, either.  Which means, since no one could have stolen him, that he
must be in here somewhere."


"I've looked everywhere!"
she insisted.


"Well, not quite everywhere,"
David objected.


"Oh?  Where didn't I look?" she
demanded.


"You didn't look wherever your fish
is," David said with a smile.  She frowned mightily in response.


David studied the situation.  Any water
that had splashed from the fish's departure had long since dried up.  He
thought for a long moment, then pulled out his mirror.


"Who are you calling?" Dean
Lengel asked.


"My roommate...  Only he's not
answering," David said after a moment, grumbling.  Thinking for another
long moment, he raised his finger in remembrance, and dialed again.  This time,
he asked for Flo.


"Hey, David!" Flo said
brightly.


"Hey, Flo.  Say, in your Animperium
classes, did they ever teach you a spell for finding an animal?"


"Sure.  You can't control the little
buggers if you don't know where they are..."


"What's the spell?" he asked.


She showed him, and then he thanked her
and signed off.


David put away his mirror, pulled out his
wand, and then moved to the middle of the room.  He flipped the tip of his wand
in a very rapid circle and said, "Talalya az allatote."  A
blue ring appeared in the air, with a pointed projection along its
circumference.  The projection spun rapidly, until it came to a stop, pointing
at...


"It's pointing at the fish
bowl!" Dean Lengel said in annoyance.  "The fish is obviously not
in his bowl!"


David looked carefully, lining himself up
with the pointer on the ring before it faded.  Finally, he said, "It's not
pointing at the bowl.  It's pointing..." he said, walking over, "to
the fern."


"I've checked that damned plant a
dozen times," she replied dismissively.


David peered through the heavy branches
of the fern, but did not find the fish caught among them.  Next, he pushed the
leaves aside and studied the pot itself.  At first glance, there didn't appear
to be anything, but David kept looking, and finally he saw something.


"Do you feed this plant using plant
food sticks?"


"No, I use a potion of plant food
and water."


David nodded.  "I think I found your
fish."


"Where?" she demanded.


David stepped slightly aside, but kept
the leaves parted.


Dean Lengel looked.  "There's
nothing there but dirt!"


"Do you see the hole?"


"Yes..."


"Well, if you didn't make the hole,
and I didn't make the hole, something else did."


David pulled out his wand again, pointing
it at the hole, and said, very quietly, "Sem."  He waited, and slowly
but surely, the fish came wiggling out of the hole.  It floated up into David's
hand, where it dropped.


The two watched as the fish shook off the
dirt that had clung to its body, flipped over twice, and then, using its fins
to push off, it jumped off David's hand, arcing through the air and plunging
into the water of his bowl with virtually no splash.


"Well, what the hell!" Dean
Lengel said in astonishment, looking at the fern plant.  "Why would he
bury himself in the dirt?"


"Well, he is a mudskipper,"
David said.  Dean Lengel looked at him quizzically.  "A fish that can
breathe air," he explained.  "Maybe he needs more privacy in his
bowl, and he was going to the fern to hide out."


"Oh."  With that, Dean Lengel's
body shrank, as she sank in on herself.  Her goby turned a light shade of
pink.  "I'm very sorry, David.  I shouldn't have accused you of messing
with me.  I should have known better by now.  It's just that I'd get all
stressed out when he'd go missing, and..."


David thought she might actually be near
tears.  He stepped over and hugged her, and she hugged him back.


"It's okay," David said. 
"It had to be unnerving, to just look over and see him gone.  Hell of a
thing, I buy you a gift to help you relax, and all it does is stress you out
all the more."


Dean Lengel chuckled, then she gently
pulled away from David, who let go of her easily, but didn't move away just
yet.


"Forgive me?" she asked.


"Of course.  But it'll cost you
lunch."


Dean Lengel chuckled.  "You're
on."


David turned to see that the goby's color
had changed from pink to a deep crimson.


David scratched his head mentally at
that, as he had thought that crimson in the fish meant arousal in its owner. 
He wondered if it might have another meaning as well, but didn't have time to
consider it, as Dean Lengel finished straightening up her desk, and then led
him out of her office, to head to the cafeteria.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~





David caught up with Ellie as she emerged
from her Technomandy class.


"Hey, Ellie," he said.


"David, hey!" she replied
brightly.  The two kissed warmly for a long moment.


Ellie's friends did not stop, but said,
in a good-natured teasing tone, "See you later, Ellie,"  They didn't
wait for a response, which was not forthcoming, anyway.


When the two finally separated, David
asked, "What was that about?"


Ellie grinned.  "They love to tease
me about dating an upperclassman.  I think they're just jealous."


"Oh," David said with a
chuckle.  "You know, technically, I won't be an upperclassman until next
year.  Only the 5-through-8's are considered upperclassmen."


"Eh," Ellie said dismissively. 
"Why spoil their fun?" she asked with a grin.  "So, did you need
something?"


"I was wondering what you wanted to
do for Valentine's Day... er, I mean the Festival of Love and Lights.  That is,
if you want to go with me in the first place..."


"Haven't got anyone else to go
with," Ellie said with a smile.  "But... I don't really want you to
go to a lot of trouble, either.  I mean, we're dating, but we're not dating,
if you know what I mean."


David nodded.


"Maybe, instead of going out, we
could just spend the night... in?"


"And naked?" he asked quietly.


Ellie blushed, but nodded
enthusiastically.


"Hmm.  Well, that's certainly
doable.  If that's what we're going to do, then maybe it's time to advance your
training a little more.  I think I've run out of positions I can safely teach
you, so I guess it's time to move on to something else."


"Ooh," Ellie said, her
curiosity piqued.  "What are we going to learn?"


"It's a surprise," he said with
an evil grin.


"Will I like my surprise?" she
asked.


"There's really only one way to know
that," he said.  "But you'll have to wait until the Festival."


"Aw," Ellie said, pouting.


"You're cute when you pout.  You
wanna go to lunch together, or you gonna catch up with your friends?"


"Nah, I'll eat with you.  Maybe I
can catch up with Gwen on what she's doing."


"It's likely they've already eaten,
given their schedules."


"Oh.  Oh, well.  You're fun to talk
to, too."


"Gee, thanks," David said with
a grin.


Ellie kissed him in contrition, and then
they went to lunch.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Prof. Edgars?" the man asked,
stepping into the classroom.


Prof. Edgars looked up from what he was
writing on the board.  "Yes?"


"Sorry to interrupt.  I need to
borrow David Stroud for the rest of your class."


Prof. Edgars motioned to David. 
"Please get notes from someone else, David, as I will not be going over
this material again."


David looked to Olissa.  She said,
"I've got you covered.  Go on."


David nodded his thanks to her, packed up
his books, and headed out.


Once they were in the hall, the man
introduced himself.  "I'm Seth Tupper.  I work in the Security
office."


"Nice to meet you.  Is there a
problem?"


"There's been another theft.  Before
we went to look, the dean had informed us that you were to be involved in the
investigations."


"Have the Rimohrs been called?"


"They've been notified, but they
told us they wouldn't come down unless we found some useful evidence. 
Apparently, they've got some case they're working on or something."


David nodded.  "Okay, well... where
was the theft this time?"


"Pegasus Dorm."


"Well, that screws that
theory," David said.


"Theory?"


"We'd thought they were avoiding
Pegasus Dorm for a reason, that maybe they lived there.  Obviously that theory
is a wash.  They might still live there, but they weren't really avoiding it,
they just hadn't hit there yet."


Seth nodded.


"Do we know what they took?"


"No, I haven't been down there yet. 
I came and got you first.  Why are you so interested in the case?"


"Because someone's trying to pin it
on me.  First, with no clues as to how they're getting in, and then when they
stole my Incorporeus potion.  I would not be surprised if they found a way to
try to hide the stolen items in my room."


"That... would be hard to explain
away, wouldn't it?"


"Quite."


The two rode down the rock lift to
Pegasus Dorm.  The theft took place on the top floor, which was different from
the previous burglaries, which had always been on the lower two floors.


"Another pattern destroyed.  I'm
beginning to wonder if this is a copycat," David said to Seth.


"Ugh.  We don't need that.  How
would you prove it?"


"Catch the bastard who's doing
it."


"Right."


The two arrived at the room, to find four
boys sitting around the table in their dorm room, just waiting.


"Good morning, boys," Seth
said.


"Not particularly," one of them
replied.


David chuckled.


"Okay, could you all step out in the
hall, so we can talk?"


The boys came out of the room, leaning
against the wall.


"What did they take?" David
asked.  Seth had out a notebook to take notes.


"My seeing crystal, for one
thing," one boy said.


"He took a radio I brought from
Earth," another said.


"Why did you bring a radio,
here?" David asked.


"It was one of those old-timey ones. 
It was mostly a decoration, but I put a mirror in it, so it did actually play
music."


David nodded.  "Anything else?"


The other two explained that they had
each lost valuable items.  Seth dutifully wrote it all down.


"Have you guys disturbed the
room?" Seth asked.


"We might have moved a couple
things, to see what was gone, but we didn't clean up or anything."


"Okay, let us get to work, to see if
we can find anything."


David got no further than the door.  He
noticed that the door jamb was badly scraped up.


Turning to the boys, he said, "Has
this always been like this?"


"No.  We figure he tried to get in
that way."


David looked at Seth, then shook his
head.  He examined the door itself, which had similar scrapings.  Ultimately,
he saw that the vent grating on the door had been bent, spreading apart two of
the slats so that something - David had no idea of what - could be inserted
into the opening.


"Look here," David said to
Seth.  "He probably poked something through here, then fished it up and
opened the door."


"But what would he use?  The door
handle is round."


"I don't know.  When we find him, we
can ask him.  This isn't our guy."


"You sure?"


"These right here are more clues in
one small spot than our guy has left at all five previous thefts put
together."


"Right.  Well, let's keep looking,
then."


After about a half-hour, David called
Joe.


"Hey, David.  What's up?  You find
anything at that burglary scene this time?"


"Yeah, we did.  This isn't our guy,
Joe.  There's all sorts of evidence all over the place here.  I think maybe the
guy was trying to be a copycat, but he sucks at it, if he is."


"You need us up there?"


"We don't have the authority to
arrest anyone," David confirmed.  "And you'll have to process the
evidence, anyway."


"All right," Joe sighed. 
"Give us an hour or so."


"Right."


-----


"Hello, David.  It's not like you to
be late..." Prof. Zoroaster said.


"Sorry, sir.  I was assisting the
Rimohrs."  He handed over a note that proclaimed that, which Vivian had
written for him, because her handwriting was much neater than Joe's.


Prof. Zoroaster read the note quickly,
then nodded to David to take his seat, and continued on with his lecture.


"The thief again?" Olissa asked
in a whisper.


David shook his head.  "Someone
else, trying to hide his crime inside the other guy's work.  He left all sorts of
clues."


Olissa nodded, then they both returned to
listening to Prof. Zoroaster.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"David Stroud?"


"Hello, Agent Wilson.  What can I do
for you today?"


"You need to come with us to your
dorm room, please."


David looked at his friends, who were at
the lunch table with him.  "Okay..."


As the Rimohr agent, along with Joe and
Vivian, led David out of the lunch room, David saw a vicious gleam in Aaron's
eye.


Hmm.  Wonder what he's so happy about.


While they were walking across the terrace,
David asked Agent Wilson, "Can I ask what this is about?"


"We got an anonymous tip that said
we might find several stolen items in your dorm room."


"Anonymous, huh?" David said,
his voice heavy with skepticism about the veracity of such a person.


"We have to check out all such
tips," Agent Wilson said.


"Oh, I know that.  I just think I
know who the 'anonymous' person is.  Joe, did you process those fingerprints
from yesterday?"


"Yes.  They weren't yours,
obviously."


"Got a copy with you?" he asked.


"Why, strangely, yes I do," he
said with a grin.


They entered Phoenix Dorm and made their
way to David's room.  Agent Wilson was about to enter, when David grabbed his
coat to stop him.  Agent Wilson whirled, thinking David was attacking him, but
when he saw that David was completely passive, he settled quickly.


"What?" Agent Wilson demanded.


"Have you guys been in here
already?"


"No.  School policy requires you to
be present when your property is searched."


"Okay, well, someone has
been, other than me and my roommate."


"How do you know?"


"See that bent slat on the vent
grating?"


"Yeah?"


"It wasn't there when I left this
morning.  And it is exactly the kind of damage that yesterday's thief
created to get into that room."


"Which you were aware of, so you
could have simply done the damage yourself," Agent Wilson said.


David shrugged, and then opened the door
for them.


All four people entered the dorm room. 
David went and sat at the table, to stay out of their way.


"Which room is yours?" Wilson
asked.  David indicated the one on the outside end of their room.  Wilson
nodded and opened the door to go in.  It took mere seconds before Wilson came
back out, holding several items in a magical field, so he didn't touch them. 
He floated them over to the table.


"Care to tell me how these got in
your room?" Agent Wilson asked.


"The thief planted them,
obviously," David said.  He was worried, but only because he didn't think
Agent Wilson believed him.


"Can you prove that?" Agent Wilson
asked.


"Well, I can give you some logical
reasons why it wasn't me.  Can I prove who put them here?  No."


"Okay, tell me what your reasons
are."


"First off, I have no reason
to steal anything.  The stuff on this table is worth, what, a thousand granas
at most?"


"Far less than that," Wilson
said.


"My wealth grows by at least twice
that in the amount of time it would take me to go to the store and purchase
these things, just from the interest.  The trouble simply isn't worth it.


"Further, I'd bet you twice your
salary you don't find my fingerprints anywhere on any of that stuff.  You will
probably find someone else's, though, given that he didn't bother to hide them
yesterday.


"I'm assuming that the person who's
framing me - poorly - is trying to suggest that I am the thief, the one
who has been committing all the other burglaries.  If that's the case, how did
I suddenly become so utterly crappy at doing my job?


"Furthermore, if I am the one
who has pulled all of those jobs, why are the only items found here the ones
from yesterday's theft?  You've had no reports of anyone fencing anything, so
theoretically, I should still possess all the stolen items.  Where are
they?"


"You have them hidden," Wilson
suggested.


"And we come to the last point I was
going to make.  I have a personal vault at the bank, where I could hide all
sorts of things.  Why the hell would I leave evidence like this lying
around in an amazingly obvious place?"


"Okay, those are all really good
points, that any defense aide would bring up," Wilson said.


"Oh, one final question.  In the
last twenty-four hours, the only person who has been in my bedroom is me. 
Not even my roommate has been in there.  So how did this anonymous caller know
the stolen items were in my bedroom, unless he put them there?"


"How do you know your roommate
hasn't been in there?"


"Well, for one thing, he spends all
his time with his girlfriend.  But I keep my door closed, and he has no reason
to go in there.  I suppose you could ask him if he's been in there, but he'd be
admitting to being a thief if he did, since I know I didn't steal the
items."


"Agent Wilson?" Garibaldi said.


"Yeah?"


"He's right.  Not a single one of
his fingerprints anywhere on these.  All sorts from the person yesterday,
though."


"You're sure those aren't from one
of the guys who live there?"


"Yes, sir.  I eliminated all of them
yesterday."


"Okay."  Agent Wilson turned to
David.  "You make good, solid points in your defense.  I don't think
you're this stupid, and other than location, there is nothing to point to you. 
In fact, the trace which is still on you eliminated you as a suspect in
yesterday's theft."


"So either I am smart enough to have
an accomplice, but too stupid to not hide the loot in my own room, or..."


"Or it was planted, yes," Agent
Wilson said with a grin.  "Any thoughts on who might be trying to frame
you?"


"One," David said.


Agent Wilson nodded.  "I will
want to see your personal vault."


"Whenever you like."


"Let's get that taken care of now. 
Garibaldi, Columbo, you finish processing those items."


"Yes, sir."


"We'll be back shortly."


-----


By the time the Rimohrs had finished
questioning David and Jim, who vehemently denied going into David's room or
calling in any tip, it was dinner time.  The Rimohrs were walking David to
Byron Hall, because that's where David's one suspect was.


"How do you plan on getting him to
allow us to fingerprint him?" Agent Wilson asked.


"If I tell you, then it
becomes something I'm doing at the behest of the state.  I don't know what
Callamandian law says about the state forcing someone to give over evidence
against themselves."


"I see," Agent Wilson said with
a grin.


David stepped behind Agent Wilson as they
entered the lunch room.  Joe, knowing what David was doing, lightly gripped
David's arm, to make it look like he was being led.  David very quietly
directed Agent Wilson past the correct table.


"Finally got your ass, Stroud?  It's
about time."


"Your time is coming soon, jack-off,"
David told him.


"Did you hear that?" Aaron
said, rising from the table.  He leaned forward, pointing at David, while his
left hand was flat on the table.  "He's threatening me!"


In a flash, David spun.  Joe released him
instantly.  David grabbed Aaron's right hand, slamming it hard onto the table,
where Aaron spread out his fingers to reduce the pain.  At the same time, David
pressed Aaron's left hand firmly into the table top.


"What the fuck are you doing?  Are
you guys going to let him assault me like this?"


"Oh, believe me, you low-life piece
of prembat shit, if I was going to assault you, you wouldn't have time to whine
about it."


David grabbed Aaron's wrists, forcing him
to lift his hands straight up.  He then shoved Aaron just hard enough to force
him back into his seat.


"There's your sample," David
said to Agent Wilson, motioning to where Aaron's hands had been on the table.


"Cute," Joe said approvingly.


"Just for the record," Agent
Wilson said, "We can compel someone to give over things such as
fingerprints, as long as we have other reason to believe they are the
suspect."


"Oh.  Oops," David said,
smiling.  "But this way was more fun."


"Right," Agent Wilson said. 
"Garibaldi?"


"Perfect match, right middle finger
and left index."


Aaron, who had been sitting, befuddled,
during this exchange, finally said, "Perfect match to what?"


"The evidence you kindly left behind
while you were committing burglary," David said.


"I have alibis for all of the thefts. 
I was in class."


"For all of them except yesterday's,
yes," Agent Wilson confirmed.  "And yesterday's theft is the only one
you're being charged with.  That and attempting to implicate someone else in
your crime."


"This is all bullshit!  You find the
stuff in his room, and you blame me?"


"How did you know we found the items
in his room, Mr. Tisdell?" Joe asked.  "No one has been given that
information.  Not even Dean Lengel.  The only people who knew about our search
were David, his roommate... and the person who made the call.  And, as I am
quite sure that you have never legally set foot in David's room, it begs
the question, how did you know the items were there, in order to make the
call?"


"I made no call!" Aaron said.


"Actually, you did," David said. 
"I saw the look on your face when the Rimohrs came to get me at lunch. 
You were grinning rather maliciously."


"Because I want to see you get
what's coming to you!" Aaron said.


"And what would make you think that this
arrival of the Rimohrs was any different from the last three times they've come
to get me, which was to accompany them on their investigation?  The only way
you could have known this was different was if you had been party to what they
were here for, and the only person that fits that description was the person
who made the call.  Ergo, you made the call.  And, as Agent Wilson said, I have
never let you in my room, so how would you know what was in there, legal or
otherwise?"


Aaron was just smart enough not to try to
come up with an answer to that question.  "I don't have to answer to
you."


"No, you have to answer to the
magistrate," Agent Wilson said.  "Aaron Tisdell, you are under arrest
for burglary and malicious witnessing."


"Malicious witnessing?" David
asked Joe, while Wilson used the handcuff hex on Aaron.


"That's what we call it when someone
tries to put the blame on someone else for something they didn't do."


"Ah."


Agent Wilson turned to David, having
finished with Aaron, who was now standing on his side of the table, in cuffs
and looking very angry.


"Thanks for your help, Mr.
Stroud."


"My pleasure, sir.  How solid is
this case?"


"Pretty damned good.  I'd expect a
conviction.  You may have to testify."


David nodded.  "What would be the
punishment?"


"Revocation of license and
deportation.  We don't like thieves in Callamandia."


"Youch."


"You'd prefer a lesser
sentence?" Joe asked.


"For this dickhead?  No.  He's not
really smart enough to have a wand in the first place.  I still don't know how
he passed licensing."


"Fuck you, you undead freak!"
Aaron seethed.


David shook his head.  "I may be
undead, but at least I'll still be a wizard this time next year.  Take him
away, boys," David said in jest.


Agent Wilson motioned to Aaron to walk
toward the door.  Aaron grudgingly complied.


"Nice work, David," Joe said.


"You guys did the work.  I just told
you what I thought."


"You were observant.  That's the
most important thing," Vivian said.


"Well, whatever.  I'm just glad the
bastard's gone.  Convicted or not, somehow I don't think Dean Lengel is going
to let him back into the school."


"Probably not.  Well, we've got to
get going.  Take it easy."


"Yeah.  Say hi to Zyla and Grace for
me.  See you next burglary."


Joe laughed, and then they both turned
and left.  David went to sit with his friends, and fill them in on all the
details.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Argh," Olissa growled.


David took her hands, which were balled
up in fists, and gently massaged them until she relaxed a little.


"You're trying too hard," he
told her.  "You're so laser-focused on the spot that you can't keep
control of the block.  You have to ease up a bit.  Keep an eye on the spot...
like it's Bispy.  You don't stay laser-focused on him, but you always know
where he is, right?"


"You know it," she said with a
smile.


"Okay.  So, the spot you're trying
to send it to is like Bispy.  Then, just move the object like before.  You're
doing the charm okay, it's just your control that's lacking.  Give it another
go."


"Okay..." Olissa said.  She
worked at it one more time.  She almost got it, but once again, the block ended
up embedded in the wall of the box it was trying to fit into.  The fit was
pretty close, but not so bad that she should be unable to do it.


"That was better.  You're just going
to have to practice.  You need to relax some, and let things flow a little
more."


"But this is hard," Olissa
said.


"It is, but giving yourself a
headache isn't going to make it any easier."


"Fair enough," Olissa agreed.


David looked around, then surreptitiously
gave her a kiss on the cheek in support.


"I have to go help someone else
now.  Keep trying, but don't try so hard.  What's the worst that could
happen?"


"I screw it up," she said.


"And you're doing that
already," he pointed out gently.  "So if you're already achieving the
worst that can happen, the only direction you can go is up.  Relax a bit,"
he repeated.  


"Thanks, David," she said.


"Anytime," he said, and then
moved on to another student.


David worked his way through his half of
the room.  He was working with Gwen at this point.  Gwen had been able to get
the block into the box, but she had somehow flipped it over during the conjure.


"How the hell did I do this?"
Gwen asked him in utter confusion.


"That... is a good question,"
David replied.


"And what's the answer?" she
asked.


"Gwen, don't you know that when
someone says something's a good question, they don't know the
answer?"


Gwen giggled.


"Let me watch you do it."


David set the block on her desk, and then
Gwen went through the steps to do the conjure again.  Once more, the block
ended up inside the box, upside-down.


"That's the damnedest thing I've
ever seen," David said, mostly to himself.  To Gwen, he said, "You've
got the moves right, and the charm right, so the problem has to be mental."


"I'm mental, all right," Gwen
said sourly.


"Come on, cheer up.  It's supposed
to be hard.  What are you thinking about as you perform the charm?"


"Well, I was-"


At this point, Seth Tupper, the security
guard, walked into the room.


"Prof. Blackstone?" Seth said. 
Everyone looked up at him.  Several people were mid-charm, and a couple of
blocks appeared over other people's heads.  Chuckling was heard throughout the
room as a couple surprised cries were uttered.


"Yes?" Prof. Blackstone said,
indicating some annoyance at the startling interruption.


"Sorry, sir.  I need to borrow
David."


Prof. Blackstone nodded, and then
motioned to David.


"For my next conjuring trick,"
David said to the class, "I'll make myself disappear!"


The others laughed as David walked over
to Seth, and they left the room.


"Another one?  Already?" David
asked.


"Well, if you ignore the false one,
it's been a few weeks."


"I suppose.  The Rimohrs aren't
joining us?"


"No.  They said to call if we found
anything significant."


"Fun.  Which dorm was it?"


"Phoenix Dorm."


"Hmm."


"What?"


"Well, that's the third time they've
hit Phoenix.  I wonder why."


"Maybe that's where they live, and
they're more comfortable there?"


"Possibly, but anyone who is living
in Phoenix Dorm should feel perfectly at home in any of the others.  After all,
they've lived in all of them."


"True.  I guess it's one of those
imponderables."


"Yeah.  I hate those," David
admitted.  Seth chuckled.


The two made their way down to the dorm. 
The crime scene was only four doors down from David's room.


"You guys ever gonna catch this
bastard?" one of the girls asked David.


"We better," David said. 
"Did you guys notice anyone checking out your room, maybe following you
around or anything?"


"No," they both said, shaking
their heads.


"What was taken?" Seth asked.


"He took a very old talisman that my
grandmother had given me," the first girl said.


"Was it valuable?"


"Priceless, to me," she said. 
"In monetary terms, probably two or three hundred granas."


"How about you?" David asked
the other girl.


"They took my entire collection of
crystals!" she said.  She was clearly shaken by the experience.  David put
his hand on her arm to try to calm her down.  That seemed to work a bit.


"How much have you two been in the
room?" Seth asked the calm one.


"Just enough to see what was
missing," she replied.


"Okay.  If you'll both just wait out
here, we'll take a look around."


The girls nodded, and leaned against the
outside wall.  David and Seth both examined the door first.


"Nothing here," David said.


"Just like all the others,"
Seth agreed.


"I think I liked Aaron's way
better.  It was more rewarding."


Seth snorted.  "Just think how much
gratification you'll feel when we nail this cocksucker."


"Yeah."


The two moved slowly and methodically
across the room, starting at the doorway and working across.  They each took a
separate bedroom, and that's when David spotted it.


"Hey, Seth!  Come look at
this!"


Seth came in, and squatted down where
David was looking.  "What you got?"


"Dirt."


"That's it?  That could come from
anywhere."


"I don't think so.  It's the wrong
color to have come from the school grounds.  You got a baggie or something we
can put this in?"


"Yeah."  Seth pulled out a
small plastic bag, something obviously obtained from Earth, since it said
"Ziploc" on it.


David used a spell to lift the dirt from
the carpet and usher it into the baggie.  Conjuring magic was not allowed in
handling evidence, even though it would have been much easier for him to do.


"Let's talk to the girls,"
David said.


The two went out into the hallway.  Seth
let David ask the questions, because he didn't see what was so special about
dirt.


"Have either of you been off campus
recently?" David asked.


They both shook their heads negatively.


"How about boyfriends,
acquaintances, anyone been in your rooms in the last day or so?"


Again, both of them shook their heads.


"Whose room is the one near the
windows?"


"Mine," said the girl who'd
lost her talisman.


"Are you in TEM?"


"No, that shit confused the hell out
of me."


"When did you take it last?"
David asked.


"In my second year."


David nodded.  David held up the baggie. 
"Is there any reason you can think of for TEM training dirt to be in your
room?"


"TEM training dirt?" Seth
asked.  David nodded.


"No, I don't know why that would be
there.  Are you sure it's training dirt?"


"No, not yet.  We'll have to have it
analyzed.  But it's the same color and consistency, at least to the eye, as the
stuff that Prof. Rutherford has in her classroom.  It's significantly different
from the dirt on the grounds, it's much looser and finer, and it's lighter in
color, as well."


"So what's it mean?" the other
girl asked.


"Well, if you guys didn't bring it
in," Seth said, "and if no one else has been in your room, then it
probably came in with the thief."


"Is it important?" the first
girl asked.


"All clues are important," Seth
said.  "Just how important, we have yet to discover."


"We'll keep you informed if we find
anything out," David said.  He looked to the girl who was still a bit
shaken up.  "Try to take it easy.  Is there anything you need?"


The girl was still a bit sniffly, but she
shook her head.  The other girl wrapped her arm around the girl's shoulders.


"I'll take care of her," she
told David, smiling at him in gratitude for his concern.


David nodded, and the two men walked
away.


"Looking for a girlfriend?"
Seth asked with a chuckle.


"Being nice never hurts," David
said.


"I'll get this dirt sent off to the
Rimohr lab."


"I'd get some dirt from Prof.
Rutherford, too, for comparison."


"This would tie in with the theft of
the TEM 101 notes, wouldn't it?"


"Maybe.  I can't help feeling like
TEM 101 is too low-level for this thief.  But I've got nothing to hang that on,
so we just go with what the facts say."


"Right.  I'll let you get to
class."


"Uh, I think I've missed too much to
bother.  I'm going to dinner."


"Enjoy," Seth said, and then
headed for his office.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Okay, all of you have attempted
some very basic anti-anti-divination work, during your final exam in your first
ADT class, when you had to attempt to read the card despite Prof. Dartson's
interference.  Most of you, frankly, didn't succeed.


"Today, and for the rest of this
semester, we're going to talk about breaking anti-divination magic.  This is
especially useful for hydromancy and crystallomancy, but all of the disciplines
can benefit from it, with the exception of astrology.  The reason that it
cannot help astrology is that there is simply no anti-divination magic that can
be applied to astrological divination.


"There are many reasons that people
use anti-divinatory magic, most of them relating to privacy.  As such, there is
a serious ethical question about the use of anti-anti-divination magic, what we
shall, from this point forward, refer to as blockbuster magic.  The issue is
simply that, once a person has gone to that much trouble to protect their
private life, what right do we, as diviners, have to bypass that protection? 
Anyone wish to offer an opinion?"


Seeing no one else offer anything, Olissa
reluctantly raised her hand.  When Prof. Zoroaster acknowledged her, she said,
"If you think that a person is in danger, but you need to divine their
life in order to either verify your concern, or to figure out how to protect
them, then I think it's acceptable.  Safety is more important than
privacy."


"To you, perhaps," Prof.
Zoroaster said, then grinned.  "But you are right.  This is one of the
generally accepted principles of blockbusting: if a person's safety is thought
to be in jeopardy, blockbusting is allowed so long as you then divine only that
which is relevant to their safety.  It cannot be used as a license to hunt
through their details.  Anyone else?"


David said, "If you believe someone
to be endangering others, then divination can confirm or refute that belief,
and perhaps protect the people they are targeting."


Prof. Zoroaster nodded.  "This one
is more universally accepted even than the first.  The guilty have no right to
privacy.  Of course, you cannot prove they're guilty without first invading
their privacy, which is why you should generally have a very strong
reason to believe them guilty before turning to blockbusting.  Anything
else?"


There was silence in the room.  No one
could really think of any other reason that this forced invasion of privacy
might be used.


"I'm actually pleased that you can't
come up with more reasons to use blockbusting.  It shows that you take what
you're doing seriously.  In fact, there are a few other situations you might
get into where you feel it is necessary to use blockbuster magic.  You will
have to evaluate the circumstances as they arise.  Just know that it is not
considered a good idea to use it lightly, and other means should be attempted
or at the very least considered before resorting to blockbusting.


"Now that we've covered the ethical
concerns, we're going to talk about the mechanics of it.  For some of you, this
may be a difficult task, given your primary divinatory focus, but you should still
be able to manage, at least marginally.


"Well, let's begin."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Yes, David, what can I do for
you?" Dean Lengel asked when he entered her office.


"I have an unusual question."


"Ask away," she said.


"Do you have a way to display or
demonstrate or whatever, the position of the dorms at a time point in the
past?"


"I'm not sure I understand what you
mean," she said.


"Well, as a for-instance, could you
show me where all the dorms were last Tuesday at noon?"


"Ah, I see what you're getting at. 
No, I don't.  I'm sure something could be created, but we don't have anything
on hand.  Why is it important?"


"I don't know that it is.  I was
just thinking about the thefts, and I was wondering if there was a pattern to
the location of the dorms at the times of the break-ins.  I've already struck
out on finding a pattern to the actual times, the room numbers, and the
specific dorm hit, so this is my next idea."


"How does finding the pattern help
you any?"


"If I find the pattern, I will know
where he might hit next."


Dean Lengel nodded.  "Well, I'm
sorry that I can't help you.  Perhaps someone in the Spells Dept. would be able
to come up with something.  Try talking to Prof. Hall."


"Who?  Oh, you mean Coach
Hall?"


Dean Lengel smiled at him. 
"Yes."


"Sorry, none of the students call
him 'Professor'."


The dean nodded.


"Anyway, thanks for the
advice."


"Sorry I couldn't be more
helpful," she said.


David glanced at her goby out of the
corner of his eye.  It showed the light blue of disappointment, so he figured
she wasn't hiding some secret from him.  Not that he thought she was, but it
was always nice to get confirmation, even if it was from a fish.


"No problem, ma'am,"


"What did you call me?" she
asked sternly.


David grinned in embarrassment. 
"Sorry, Emile," he said, balancing his gaffe by using her
personal name.


"That's better.  Have a good
afternoon."


-----


"Ah, David!  What can I do for you
today?" Prof. Phillips said.  When David had explained what he needed to
Coach Hall, he had immediately sent him to Prof. Phillips.


"I need a bit of spellcasting
assistance."


"Oh?  Do tell," the professor
said eagerly.


"I need to spell one of the school
maps to show me the position of the dorms at a point in time in the past."


"What for?  You trying to prank
someone?  Make them go to the wrong dorm?"


David grinned.  "Hey, that would be
kind of fun," he said, and Prof. Phillips smiled tolerantly.  "But
no.  I'm working on these stupid thefts.  I'm trying to find a pattern, and I
was wondering if there was a pattern in the placement of the dorms at the times
when they were burglarized."


"I see.  So you need a map that
would allow you to tell it what time you wanted to see, not just one that
showed you a fixed time."


"Yes."


"Well, it shouldn't be too hard. 
How quickly do you need it?"


"I probably have a few weeks before
the next theft, but the quicker, the better..."


"Right.  I'll get to work on it, and
let you know if I come up with anything."


"Thanks, Professor."


"No trouble.  Glad to help."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Okay, David.  This could be a bit
tricky, but I don't expect it to cause you any real difficulty.  I want you to
turn around," Prof. Blackstone said.


David turned around, facing away from his
professor.  Behind him was a mirror, so he could still see Prof. Blackstone
just fine.


The professor took a wooden block and set
it on the table that was now behind David.  He could see it clearly in the
mirror.


"Okay, David.  Without turning
around, I want you to conjure the wooden block to the table in front of
you."


David shook his head.  "I don't
understand, Professor.  Why is this supposed to be hard?"


"Because you're not looking at the real
block.  If you try to conjure the block you're looking at, you'll fail, because
it's not actually there.  The mirror is the first step.  If you can do this, we
get rid of the mirror, and you have to conjure the object 'blind'."


"Oh, I see.  Okay."


David closed his eyes for a moment to
center himself, then opened them and stared at the mirror.  He allowed his mind
to imagine the path to the real object, and it took him only a couple seconds
to feel like he had hold of it.  At that point, he performed the conjure, and
sure enough, the block ended up on the table in front of him, right next to the
mirror.


"Good!  Good work.  I didn't think
you'd have any problem with that, really.  Now," Prof. Blackstone said,
moving over to David, "we remove the mirror."  Prof. Blackstone took
the mirror down, and grabbed the block, as well.  "Stay facing away from
me," he told David.


David heard the professor moving around
behind him, but dutifully kept his body turned so he could not see what was
going on.


"Okay.  I have set the block somewhere
on the table.  It probably is not in the same spot as before.  The task is the
same: conjure the block to the table in front of you."


David went through his preparations, and
then began to seek out the block with his mind.  He found that it was, in fact,
quite difficult to find the block.  He began to move his attention back and
forth across the table, trying to seek out the essence that was the block of
wood.  Finally, he thought he had it, but it was much harder to localize
something he couldn't see.  He slowly narrowed in on it, and when he thought he
had a good enough grasp, he went through the conjure.


The block appeared on the table in front
of him soon thereafter.


"Excellent!" Prof. Blackstone
said.  He came over and took the block.  "I'll tell you now, that takes
about a week of class time for most students to pull off at all.  And the next
one is often their permanent stumbling block.  Keep your back turned."


David nodded, still facing away.  He
heard something heavy land on the table, and then the professor said,
"Okay, the block is back on the table.  It is, however, inside of
something.  Your task is the same, but I only want the block.  You are
not to conjure its container.  Understood?"


"Yes, sir," David said.


"Good.  Give it a try."


David swept the table, looking for the
block in his mind.  Slowly, he began to localize.  When he had the same grip on
it that he had last time, he did his conjure.  Unfortunately, the container
object, a heavy wooden box, was conjured, as well.


"Whoops," Prof. Blackstone said
light-heartedly.


"Yeah," David agreed.


"Not to worry.  This is tricky. 
This is one of those stumbling points.  There are a few of them in Conjuring. 
They're the points that people end up never getting past.  I don't expect that
will be the case with you, but we are going to have to work on this one until
you get it right.


"So, are you up to another
attempt?"


David nodded, and they carried on with
their practice.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Hey, David... you look...
fatigued," Olissa said when she saw him at breakfast.


"Didn't sleep well.  Kept seeing
conjuring stuff in my dreams.  Last night's lesson gave me a headache."


"Sorry to hear that," Olissa
said sincerely.  "What were you trying to do?"


"Conjure an object I couldn't see
out of a container I couldn't see."


"How the hell do you even begin
to do that?" Simon asked in befuddlement.


"Apparently, I don't.  Yet,"
David said with a grin.  "I never did do it right."


"Try, try again," Gwen told
him.


"Yeah, that's pretty much what Prof.
Blackstone said."


The group kept chatting as they ate, but
about halfway through breakfast, Prof. Phillips came over to their table.


"Good morning, folks," he
greeted.  The others replied in kind.  "David, I have that map that you
wanted.  Just write a time reference in the box at lower left, and it will give
you the display you want."


"Great!  Thanks, Professor."


"My pleasure.  It's been a while
since I had to invent an enchantment.  Good practice.  Anyhow, you have a good
one.  Good luck on your search."


"Thanks again.  Talk to you
later."


Prof. Phillips nodded, and then left. 
David unfolded the map and set it on the table.


"What did you want another map of
the school for?" Gwen asked.  "This one doesn't even show you where
you are."


"No, but it does something else I
need it to do," David said.  He pulled out his notebook, where he'd been
keeping a journal of all of the theft-related information.  He'd compiled a
list of the dates and times of the thefts, and he, one by one, wrote them in
the lower-left box on the map.  Each time, the map changed, to show the
position of the dorms at those particular times.


"Holy hell, how does it do
that?" Simon asked, amazed.


"I have no idea," David said. 
"That's why I asked Prof. Phillips to do it."


The group laughed as David completed his
list.  Once he was finished, he put away the map, but stared at his notebook,
where he'd made his notes.


"Anything?" Olissa asked.


"Not that I see right away,"
David told her.  "I'll study it, and see if I can figure it out, but it's
not making any more sense than anything else has."


"Good luck," Gwen said.  The
others murmured agreement.


-----


"Well, hello again, David.  I'm
seeing a lot of you lately," Dean Lengel said brightly.


"Yeah.  Sorry to bother you
again."


"You're no bother at all, David, you
know that.  What's on your mind today?"


"Well, I wanted to let you know that
Prof. Phillips was able to create the map I wanted.  It has, however, not
yielded anything helpful so far.  There doesn't seem to be a pattern there,
though I'm still studying the information."


"Oh.  Well, it was a good try,
anyway."


"Yeah.  I also wanted to ask you, do
you keep track of who is on campus at any given moment?"


"You mean, who is physically here
and who is not?"


"Right."


"No."


"Is there a way to do so,
retroactively?"


"I don't think so.  Why?"


"Well, my dorm room was burglarized
before I got here, which means it was before the semester began.  It either
happened that Sunday, before I arrived, or it happened during the break at some
point.  I'm making an assumption it was a student, based on some of the things
that were stolen, and if we knew who was on campus, when, then we could narrow
down our suspect list."


"Oh, I see.  Yes, that makes sense. 
But unfortunately, we've never even attempted to track the students in that
fashion, and I'm not sure exactly how you'd go about it.  I'm sure it is
possible; the Rimohrs were able to put the magical trace on two worlds, after
all, but I don't know how you'd do it, and it would probably be too difficult
to be worth the limited usefulness.  I'm sorry."


David shrugged.  "Just had to ask. 
One last thing I wanted to know is who I should talk to in order to figure out
who is not in class at a specific time."


"Okay, now that we can answer,"
Dean Lengel said with a smile.  "Let's go over to the registrar's office. 
They'll have that information, including any reported absences."


"Great.  That will be helpful.  I
don't know why we didn't think of it before."


"Think of what?"


"Eliminating as a suspect anyone who
was in class at the time of the thefts.  If we go on the assumption that one
person committed all the crimes, then they had to be available for all of
them.  If they were in class, obviously they weren't available."


"Yes, that's very good thinking. 
You're good at this."


David shook his head.  "If I was good
at it, it wouldn't have taken me three months to come up with the idea."


Dean Lengel rested her hand on his
shoulder for a brief moment, to show support, and then the two entered the
Office of the Registrar.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"So, you making any progress on the
robberies?" Simon asked.  The gang was sitting together at dinner.  They
were all interested, but Simon was the only one brave enough to ask.  They knew
that David didn't like being frustrated.


"They're not robberies.  They're thefts. 
Robbery involves stealing directly from a person by force.  You could also call
them burglaries, but that's not really specific enough."


"Okay, fine," Simon said,
grumbling at David's specificity, "Any progress on the thefts?"


"Some, but no, not really anything
concrete."


"What's that supposed to mean?"
Gwen asked.


"Well, we managed to narrow down the
list of suspects very definitely yesterday."


"How'd you do that?" Heath
asked.


"Compared the theft times to class
times.  Turns out that the vast majority of people were in class during at
least one of the thefts."


"Well, that's got to help..."
Simon said.


"Yeah.  Now we've only got 278
suspects."


"Holy shit.  I thought you said
you'd narrowed it down," Gwen said.


"I did.  Before yesterday, I had
1903 suspects."


"What about the other clues,
though?  Don't they rule out any of the suspects?"


"No.  First off, none of them are
solid enough to rule anyone in or out.  Second, the one clue we did have that
was specific enough, is contradicted by this new evidence."


"How so?" Simon asked.


"Some of our clues pointed to a
student in TEM 101.  But yesterday's assessment ruled out every student
taking TEM 101, by any teacher."


"Ouch," Gwen opined.


"Yeah.  There is this bit of good
news, if you want to call it that.  None of you is a suspect anymore."


"We were seriously suspects?"
Flo asked.


"Seriously suspects?  No. 
But everyone was a suspect, since we couldn't rule anyone out.  But each of you
was in class for at least one of the thefts.  Gwen, you and Ellie were doubly
ruled out because of the theft last month.  You were both driving to the school
with me on the day it probably happened... and even if it happened earlier,
you'd have had to be gone for an entire day to travel from Bellamy back to the
school, and then back home again.  I'd have kind of noticed."


Gwen chuckled at that, but nodded.


"Are any of your friends still on
the list?" Simon asked.


"A couple," David said, not
elaborating.  He looked across the room, and was surprised to see Olissa
kissing another guy.  The kiss was brief, and then they separated, and she
walked over to the table to join everyone.


After the greetings were finished, David
asked, "Who was that?"  He jerked his thumb over his shoulder to
indicate who he meant.


"That's Elean, my date for the
Festival."


"Oh.  You been going with him
long?"


"Haven't gone with him yet,"
she said with an embarrassed grin.  "He asked me out to the Festival, and
I said yes.  I think he was scared.  He's only a second-year."


"Ooh, robbing the cradle," Gwen
said, teasing her roommate.  Olissa blushed.


"I just hope he's better than that
last guy," David said quietly.  Olissa's eyes met David's, and she bowed
her head ever so slightly in shame.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"So, where you taking Ellie
tonight?" Jim asked David.


"Right here, quite frankly,"
David said.  Jim looked at him curiously.  "She said she wanted to spend
the night 'in' rather than going out."


"Ah," Jim said with a big
grin.  "Sounds like fun for you."


"Possibly.  Where are you taking
Sherry?"


"She's taking me, actually.  She has
some kind of secret plan she refuses to tell me about.  She just says I'll
enjoy it, and not to worry so much."


David chuckled.  "Maybe I should
tell her about your sex date..."


"Quiet, you!" Jim said, still
embarrassed about that fiasco.


After a minute, David asked, "So,
just how serious are you two?"


"What do you mean?"


"Oh, come on, Jim.  You've spent
damn near every waking moment with her for the entire school year.  If you
weren't in class or sleeping, you've been with her.  You even went home with
her for winter break!  I'm assuming you're getting some regularly, since you
don't come back here bitching...  I've got to wonder just how close you two
are."


Jim blushed at David's recitation. 
"Yeah, I guess we are pretty tight.  I like her, and she seems to like me
for who I am."


David nodded.  "And she's not bad to
look at, either," he said with a grin.


Jim's face split from ear to ear with the
biggest grin David had ever seen.  "Damn straight!" Jim agreed.


"Well, good for you.  I hope things
keep working out."


"Yeah, me, too."


"When do you figure you'll be back
here?"


"She suggested we would be out
pretty damned late.  But really, just keep your door closed, and what does it matter?"


"Well, we might want to take a
shower when we're done," David said with a smile.


Jim blushed.  "Tell her to bring a
robe."


David laughed at that.


"Anyway, I gotta get going.  When is
Ellie coming?"


"That's a bit personal, don't you
think?" David asked.  Jim looked at him funny, then suddenly, realizing
what he'd said, blushed crimson.


"I meant when is she going to
arrive!"


"Oh, that," David said,
grinning evilly.  "In about an hour."


"Have fun," Jim said.


"You, too."


"Oh, I will.  I will," Jim
promised him.  Then he breezed out of the room.


David sat at his desk.  His homework was
finished, and he returned to thinking about the thefts while he waited for
Ellie to arrive.


-----


When Ellie showed up, David was staring
out the window.  He'd changed from his school clothes to some casual/relaxing
clothes that Joe and Zyla had given him for Christmas.  He opened the door, to
find her wearing her usual uniform.  She'd done up her hair into a pony tail,
and he could smell a light fragrance coming from her.


David motioned her in and closed the
door.  He turned and embraced Ellie, kissing her for a long moment, but keeping
the passion on 'simmer' for the moment.


When the couple finally came up for air,
Ellie smiled at him.  "I still love how you kiss," she said.  David
gave her a soft grin.  "Where's your roommate?"


"Gone already.  He won't be back
until very late, he said."


"Oooh.  So we have the room all to
ourselves.  What ever will we do?" she said, arching her eyebrows at him.


"Well, I don't know about you,"
David said with a light voice, "but I planned on screwing you silly."


Ellie's face broke into a very womanly
grin.  "Best plan I've heard all week," she said, and kissed him
again.  This kiss was more passionate, and her tongue slipped into his mouth. 
David's hands rubbed up and down her back as their tongues dueled.  Finally, he
broke their kiss.


"Let's go to the bedroom.  Jailla
hates looking at naked humans," David said, making sure Jailla heard him. 
Ellie giggled as Jailla turned around on his perch and lifted his tail, in the
bird equivalent of mooning them both.


David led Ellie into the bedroom and
closed the door.  With the closer quarters, the mood shifted from one of
light-hearted arousal to outright lust.  Ellie pressed her body tightly against
David, kissing him strongly.  Her tongue demanded entrance into his mouth,
which he granted.  He didn't embrace her, but instead pushed her coat off her
shoulders, letting it fall to the floor.  With that gone, he set to work on her
blouse, which was a nicely simple affair that he merely had to unbutton.


The blouse was soon gone, and the bra
shortly thereafter.  At that point, David slipped his hands around to her lower
back and pulled her against him, holding her in place as they kissed.


Finally, the two had to come up for air. 
David enjoyed his view of her naked chest while she unfastened her skirt and
let it fall to the floor.  Her panties quickly followed it, and she stepped out
of both, kicking off her pumps as she did.


"I seem to be all naked, and you're
still fully dressed," she said.  "Nice clothes, though.  I don't
think I've ever seen you wearing anything but your uniform, except in court."


"These were a Christmas
present," David said.  He was wearing a T-shirt and a pair of soft pants.


Ellie tugged on his T-shirt until it was
free of his pants, then pulled it up his body and off.  As she usually did, she
stopped for a moment then to run her hand over his scar.  Her fascination with
it confused him, but it didn't bother him, so he didn't object.


Once Ellie was done with her examination,
she reached down and pushed his pants down off his hips.  They were held up by
a drawstring, which wasn't tight enough to be a real hindrance to her.  Once
the pants were gone, she carefully pushed down his briefs, exposing the object
of her desire.


"Come sit on the bed," she said
to him softly.  David did so, stepping out of his clothes piled on the floor. 
He had already been barefoot when she'd arrived, so he was as nude as she was.


As David sat down onto the edge of the
bed, Ellie sank to her knees.  David parted his legs to give her access as her
soft hand gently encircled his shaft.  He didn't need any prep work, as he was
already fully erect.  Ellie kissed the side of his cock, then began to lick up
and down the sides, letting her tongue slide back and forth, keeping him fully
aroused.


Finally, when she was ready, Ellie moved
her mouth to the head of his dick and, with agonizing deliberateness, moved her
mouth down onto his cock, her tongue in motion constantly.  By the time she had
taken him in as far as she could, David was having to seriously control his
hips, to keep from ramming his dick deep into her throat.


Pausing for a moment, Ellie hummed on
David's cock.  David groaned in bliss and closed his eyes.  Ellie started to
slide off his cock, and then she set up a maddeningly slow, but intensely
pleasurable, rhythm.  It felt damned good, but she was going so slowly that she
could control his arousal, and he wouldn't cum until she was ready for him.


Finally, she sped up just enough, and
David instantly groaned out in warning.  She knew what was coming, and when it
arrived, she was ready, accepting his spunk into her mouth.  David grunted
repeatedly as he came, and when he was done, he still saw stars in his vision.


Ellie slowly released his cock from
between her lips, and then she rose from her knees, until she was looking him
in the eyes.


"Happy Valentine's Day," she
said, smiling at him.


"Hmm," he said, pulling her to
him and then falling back on the bed until she was lying on top of him. 
"Maybe I'll get the name of that damned festival changed yet!"


Ellie giggled as David then rolled them
over, so he was on top of her.  She spread her legs, giving him all the access
he wanted, but he was in no position to fuck her yet.  Instead, he slid down
off the bed, until he was kneeling between her legs.  She closed her eyes as
his tongue made contact with her pussy lips and just enjoyed the sensations.


David's tongue slid over and between her
lips, probing her entrance.  As he forced his tongue into her opening, he took
his thumb and rubbed it gently along the side of her clit.  Ellie's hips
jerked, and then she started to moan.


David wiggled the tip of his tongue
inside her, and he continued to move his thumb against her clit.  Ellie was
heating up quickly, but David knew that, just like her pleasant torture of him,
she would not cum from this until he was ready to let her.


Finally, after several minutes, David
removed his tongue from her pussy and slid it up to her clit.  As he began to
lick her clit, he moved his hand down, and slid his middle finger deep into her
pussy.


Ellie groaned at the feel of it, his
tongue was sending tingles all the way up her spine.  David kept his licking
slow, using almost the entire length of his tongue.  His finger slid in and out
of her at a faster pace, but still he wasn't rushing.  He kept this up for
several more minutes, until he could tell, by her writhing and her moaning,
that Ellie was right on the verge of her orgasm.


Finally, David sped up, rapidly flicking
his tongue across Ellie's clit.  His finger sped up as well, thrusting and
twisting as it moved in and out.


In mere seconds, Ellie screamed out her
orgasm, her juices flooding over David's hand.  Her body bucked as her climax
washed over her, and she thrashed her head from side to side.


David removed his tongue from her clit,
but he kept finger-fucking her for a little while longer, prolonging her
orgasm.  Finally, he let her come down from her peak.  He stood up, and then he
gently pushed her all the way onto the bed, so she would be comfortable.  Once
that was done, he joined her.


Having just cum, Ellie was pretty well
out of it, and David didn't try to talk to her or do anything more than rub his
hand across her abdomen, occasionally cupping a tit and squeezing softly. 
After a few minutes, Ellie was a bit more coherent.


"Happy Valentine's Day to you,
too," David said with a smile.


Ellie giggled.  Then she said, "That
better not be my whole present!  It felt great, but we've done it before, and
you promised something new!"


David ran his hand up along her face. 
"In a little while."


"What are we going to do until
then?" she asked.


"Wait for you to calm down, for one
thing," he said.


"I'm as calm as I want to get
tonight," she replied.


"Is that so," David said,
arching one eyebrow.


"Yeah," she replied, reaching
down to feel his fully erect dick.  "And you're as hard as I need you to
be.  So I repeat, what are we going to do until then?"


David rolled on top of Ellie, and in a
second, his dick was sliding smoothly into her tight, wet pussy.  There was
little finesse this time, as they were both fully aroused and ready to fuck. 
Ellie rolled her hips as David thrust into her.  He leaned down and kissed her,
hard, as he continued to thrust into her, and her moans were lost in his mouth.


It wasn't long before Ellie was on the
verge of another orgasm.  David continued his thrusts, but sat up, breaking
their kiss.  He reached down and toyed with her nipples, tugging on them
gently.  That was enough to send Ellie over the edge, and she screamed out in
pleasure once again.  Her body shuddered as David continued to thrust into her,
only stopping as her orgasm reached its peak.  He withdrew from her carefully,
letting her shiver through the final moments of her climax.


As Ellie was finishing up her orgasm,
David took his dick in one hand, made a motion with the other, and softly
muttered, "Sliska ilyko."  He knew that what needed to be done, had
been done, and now he settled next to Ellie, to wait for her to be ready for
him.


In a minute, she turned to him with a
very satisfied smile.  "That was intense," she told him.  "But
still not new..."


David smiled.  "Okay," David
said, indicating he was ready.  "But, you remember, you said you would try
anything I brought to you, at least once, right?"


"Uh-huh..." she said, now
looking a little worried.


"You may or may not like what we're
going to do.  It might, in fact, hurt, which I'm sure you won't enjoy.  It will
be uncomfortable at first, even if you turn out to like it in the end." 
David tried not to smirk at the pun; she wouldn't get the joke.


"Okay," she said, now seriously
concerned.  "What are we doing?"


"Get up on all fours," he told her.


She did, but said, "We've done doggy
style before, though...  It's not really my favorite position, but..."


David moved in behind her, and placed his
hand on her lower back, just above her ass crack.  He took his dick in his
other hand, and he aimed it at her rosebud.  When the head of his cock hit her
asshole, Ellie stiffened.


"What are you doing?" she
asked.


"Fucking you in the ass," he
said, his tone straightforward and businesslike.


"Uh... I don't know about
this..." Ellie said, unsure.


"Remember your promise," he
told her.


Without waiting for further conversation,
David pressed forward.  He used the thumb of the hand on her back to keep his
dick head in position, and he kept up the pressure.  Ellie grunted in obvious
discomfort, and she leaned forward slightly at first, but when David simply
followed her, she didn't retreat further.  When she started to push back at
him, he stopped her.


"If you do this too fast, it will
hurt a lot," he said.  "Just let me do the work."


"Okay," she said.


"And you let me know if the
discomfort turns to outright pain."


"I will."


David continued to push forward, and soon
enough, the head of his cock was fully inside of her.  He took both hands and
put them on her ass, massaging it to help her relax.


"How does that feel?" David
asked.


"Really... full," she said.


"Does it hurt?"


"It did, a little.  Right now, I
just feel like... well, like I've gotta poo.  Sorry."


David chuckled.  "I'm going to push
in now.  I'll go really slowly."


"Okay," she said, her voice
nervous, but not as bad as before.


David gripped her hips gently, and leaned
forward, allowing his cock to slide deeper into her ass.  He pulled back, and
slid in again, going further.  He repeated this pattern over and over until
finally his hips were resting against her ass cheeks.


"How do you feel?" David asked
her.


"I'm... not sure," Ellie said. 
"It's a very strange sensation, but I kind of like it."


"Okay, well, I'm going to start
moving now.  If it hurts at any point, you tell me, but I'm not going to stop
anymore, okay?"


"Okay," she said.  The
nervousness was almost completely absent this time.


David started slow, just rocking his hips
back and forth, moving very little, until he felt she had grown used to the
movement.  Once he knew she was ready for more, he started to slide his cock in
and out of her, keeping his motions slow.


"OH!" Ellie screamed as soon as
he started that.  "Holy shit!"


David smiled at her cry of obvious
pleasure.  He continued his motions, and Ellie was quickly trying to push back
at his cock.  He kept his hands against her hips, to prevent her from doing
exactly that.  He sped up his own motions, however, as she was clearly ready
for a bit more.


Over the next few minutes, David
increased his speed until he was actually fucking her ass just as fast as he
would her pussy.  She was crying out in joy, loving every second of it.  Her
screams were building in intensity until finally she screamed, "Oh, god,
fuck me, David!"  Her body shuddered strongly as her orgasm slammed into
her.  David bent over her and held her against himself as she thrashed, lost in
the throes of climax.


After a very long moment, Ellie settled
down.  David eased his cock out of her ass very slowly, making sure not to
cause her any discomfort.  When he was out, he lowered her to the bed, and then
he lay down beside her, to wait for her recovery.


It took quite a bit longer than usual for
Ellie to be coherent.  When she was, she turned over and looked at him, then
threw her arms around him and kissed him passionately for a very long moment.


"I loved that!" she said
enthusiastically, when they broke their kiss.  "Thank you!"


David smiled, but he said, "I should
warn you about two things.  The first is, you're probably going to be sore
tomorrow.  Sitting in class may not be all that much fun."


Ellie giggled.  "And the other
thing?"


"Don't ever do this with someone you
don't completely trust.  If this is done wrong, it can not only cause pain, it
can really hurt you.  I mean, it can cause physical damage."


Ellie nodded seriously.  "I can see
how it could.  But you... oh, god, can we do that again?"


David chuckled.  "I don't think it'd
be a good idea to do it again tonight, but we can certainly do it again at some
point."


"Mm," Ellie purred, running her
hand over his chest.


"Want to take a shower?" David
asked.


"Okay.  What if your roommate comes
home?"


"You can borrow my robe," David
said.  "I'll just throw on underwear."


The two were soon in the shower, and
David's cock was once again sliding deep into Ellie's pussy.


"Oh, fuck yes.  That feels so
good," Ellie said.  "Not as good as in my ass, but... oh, shit, I
love it when you fuck me."


David grinned and kissed Ellie
passionately.  It was a long time before David was ready to blow, and Ellie'd had
another orgasm long before him.  Finally, though, he felt the tingle in his
balls.


"Gonna cum," he told her.


"'Kay," she said, panting.


In a second, David slammed his hips
against her and loosed a torrent of cum into her pussy.  Ellie shuddered through
a small climax of her own, and the two grunted together in enjoyment of each
other's bodies.


After a long time, the two separated, to
actually wash off the remnants of their evening together.


Once they were done with the shower, with
Ellie wrapped up warmly in David's robe, they sat at the table to chat.  David
offered her some juice from their food cabinet.


"This was way better than some
restaurant or something," Ellie said.


David chuckled.  "I'm glad it was a
good night for you."


"I see what you mean about my butt
being sore, though," she said, shifting her bottom in the chair.


The two talked for a while longer, then
Ellie started to yawn.


"I guess I should go home, before I
fall asleep at the table," she said.


David considered for a long moment, then
said, "Unless you want to do one more new thing tonight."


"I'm not sure I'm up for anything
else," Ellie said.


David shook his head.  "You could
sleep over," he told her.


Ellie's eyes widened at that. 
"You'd want me to?"


"Why wouldn't I?  You're my
girlfriend... sorta... and I like having a partner to sleep with.  And it is
something you'll need to be familiar with... trust me, sleeping in the same bed
with someone is different."


Ellie nodded.  "Okay, if you're sure
it's okay..."


"It's definitely fine with me,"
David said with a smile.  "Come on, you look ready to fall asleep right
now."


Soon the two were snuggled down beneath
the covers of David's bed.  Neither of them was wearing any underwear.


"I like this part," Ellie said,
her voice already a bit dreamy.  She snuggled back against David, who slipped
his arm over her and rested his hand on her stomach.


"Good night, Ellie," David
said.


"Good night," she replied.  In
seconds, she was asleep.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


Ellie had been a little embarrassed for
Jim to see her leave in the morning, but she'd kissed David, anyway.  She had
to go back to her room to change for the day, as she didn't want to be seen
wearing the same shirt twice in a row.


David made his way to breakfast, where he
met up with the usual gang.  After greeting them all, he started in on his
breakfast.


After a couple minutes of listening to
the chit-chat going on, David turned to Olissa and asked quietly, "How did
your date with... shit, what's his name, again?"


"Elean".


"Yeah, how'd your date with Elean
go?"


"Just fine.  He was a perfect
gentleman.  Which, unfortunately in this case, means all I got was a kiss
good-night."


David chuckled.  He asked, "Are
you... um... going with him now?"


"I guess," she said.  "He
seems nice enough, if a little shy."


David cocked his head and then nodded. 
"Good luck."


"Thanks."


"You might have to lead with
him," David offered.


"I'm not good at that," she
said.


"You did okay in our first
get-together," David objected.


"You have no idea how hard that was
for me."


David nodded again and let the matter
drop.  He went back to his breakfast, listening to the other conversation that
was going on.


Near the end of breakfast, Seth Tupper
showed up.


"Hey, Seth," David said.


"Hey, David.  We've got... business
to attend to."


"Another theft, already?" Gwen
asked.


"No," Seth said, shaking his
head.  "It's something else.  C'mon," he said to David.


David nodded, said good-bye to the
others, and followed Seth out of Byron Hall.  As they walked across the
terrace, David asked, "So what do we have?"


"Last night, down in town, someone
tried to sell off one of the stolen pieces of jewelry."


"Really?  Who did the selling?"


"That's what we're going to try to
find out."


"Right."


Seth and David rode down the lift and
then walked over to Gorumshead.  They went to a small shop called Second Chance
Gifts.  They entered and took in the atmosphere, which was much like an old
bookstore in ambience.  It was cozy and inviting, but also a bit dusty and
cluttered.  David figured the only one who knew where everything was, was the
shop's owner.


"Good morning, gentlemen," the
owner said.  "Can I help you?"


"Hello.  I'm Seth Tupper.  This is
David Stroud.  We're investigating some thefts that have happened up at the
school.  The Rimohrs said you had someone in here last night who tried to sell
you something?"


The owner nodded.  "Yes, yes.  He
was a short man, perhaps a few inches shorter than you," he said,
indicating David.  "He wore a dark... and I think perhaps dirty... cloak. 
But I tell you, I think it was all a sham."


"How do you mean?" David asked.


"I think it was a disguise.  Every
time I tried to look at his face, I couldn't seem to focus on it.  It was as if
his features were obscured, but not in any way that you could describe."


"Were they... flattened?  As if he
had pulled something over his face?" David asked, thinking of a stocking
mask.  Normally that was used for robberies, but...


"No, no, nothing like that.  As I
say, it was something you'd just have to have seen to comprehend.  I'm sure it
was a magical charm of some kind.  In order, I presume, to hide his identity
from me.  A sensible precaution, if the item was, in fact, stolen."


"Can you describe the item he was
trying to sell?" Seth asked.


The man gave a detailed description of
the item, which Seth wrote down.  It seemed to correspond to one of the very
first pieces taken.


"Why didn't you buy it from
him?" David asked.


"Well, he didn't look trustworthy,
so I wouldn't have ever bought anything from him, but more importantly,"
the man said, then pointed up to a sign hanging in the shop.  It indicated
quite clearly that, though all items in the store were used, he did not buy
from the public.


"Can you say what the man wore beneath
his cloak?" Seth asked.


"No.  Something dark, but he kept
the cloak wrapped around himself.  As I said, he was working hard to keep his
features hidden."


Both Seth and David nodded, and then they
both thanked the man, and left the store.


"Does this tell us anything at
all?" David asked.


"It gives us a height," Seth
said.


"Assuming the guy wasn't morphed,
glamoured, or simply crouching in his cloak," David replied.


"Yes, assuming all that.  It also
tells us that the person isn't planning on keeping the stolen items, or at
least not all of them.  They probably waited this long figuring that the item
would no longer be recognized by the buyer."


David nodded.  "Which makes them not
completely stupid, although they'd have done a lot better to travel to Bolmont
to try to sell it."


"Maybe they didn't have time."


"They had the entire winter
break!" David said.  "Come to that, why not sell it then?  Take it
home and sell it wherever they live."


"Maybe because that would narrow
down the suspects too far, if we found out about it?"


"Maybe," David allowed. 
"This is nothing but a series of blind alleys."


"Welcome to investigating,"
Seth said with a chuckle.  "Do I need to write you another note?"


David checked the time.  "Yeah. 
I'll need it with Prof. Thropp.  She will not be happy with me."


"Sorry about that.  You sure you
want to stay on this?"


"Oh, hell yes."


"Okay, your call."


"Say, did the Rimohrs get back to
you about that dirt?"


"Oh, yeah.  It was TEM
training dirt.  In fact, it was specifically Prof. Rutherford's training dirt. 
She's the only one that uses a special mix.  Everyone else just amends the dirt
from the grounds."


David nodded.  "Not that it matters,
as we've ruled out all the TEM 101 students, anyway."


"What if we go back and rule out
anyone who has no TEM classes with Prof. Rutherford?" Seth offered.


"It's an idea, but I don't think we
can rule people completely out based on that... just list them as less
likely."


"Right," Seth agreed. 
"I'll check on that and let you know if it gets us anywhere."


"Works for me.  Talk to you
later."


"You got it."


David left Seth, stuck a pixie stick in
his mouth and sucked on it hard as he walked to his E&C class, which was
already half over.


Who the hell is this guy?


-----


"Ellie looked a little embarrassed
this morning," Jim said to David as they were both studying that night.


"Yeah, well, she's not used to the
morning after."


Jim chuckled.  "I haven't been there
yet," Jim said.


"Well, I noticed you weren't home
when I got up.  Didn't you spend the night in her room?"


"No, we caught a room in town. 
She's only a second-year, remember.  She's got a roommate.  That would just
be... ew."


David chuckled.  "So what was Sherry's
big secret plan?"


Jim replied, "Oh, she just took me
down to town.  We had dinner and such, then we went to this nice little lake,
about a mile from here, on the road to the centaur village..."


"I know the place," David said
with a smile of remembrance.


Jim nodded.  "Then we went skinny
dipping, and... other stuff."


"Uh-huh," David said with a
grunt.  He could imagine the "other stuff".


"After that, we decided to treat
ourselves, and go to the inn.  Had to get up too damned early to make it back
in time for breakfast, though."


David chuckled.  "Ah, the dangers of
love affairs," he said.  Jim blushed.


"Do your homework," Jim said.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"David, could you come up to the
front, please?"


David groaned inwardly.  He hated being
used as a show horse in this class.  He dutifully walked up to the front of the
room, however.


Prof. Rutherford smiled at him, then
spoke to the class as a whole.  "I know that a lot of you are having
trouble with this, and you think I've got some kind of trick up my sleeve, but
that's not the case.  David has received the same instructions as all of you. 
I admit that I'm surprised by the ease with which he has tackled this first
assignment, but I want him to show you what's possible, even for a first
attempt at real control.  Up until now, we've done more coaxing than outright
control.


"Okay, David, give us a nice ball of
electricity, would you?"  Prof. Rutherford activated the electricity
generator, and then stepped back.  Even under the best of circumstances, the
only person who was safe from such an electrical ball was the wizard creating
it.


David took a deep breath, and felt the
electrical energy around him.  This was something they had spent a week on,
just learning to sense the electricity in the area.  He could easily feel the
electricity within the generator, and he reached out to it with his mind.  He
brought his arms up so that they crossed his chest, his right arm resting on
top of his left.  Then, when he felt that he had connected with the electrical
field, he slid his hands along his arms, separating them slowly.  As his hands
slid, he dropped his left arm and raised his right until his right hand was
over his head.  In a circling motion, he spread his arms wide, then continued
the circle, but closed up its diameter, until his right hand was on the bottom,
palm up, while his left hand was on top, palm down, separated from each other
by about six inches.  As he had spread his arms out, an electrical glow had
appeared in front of him.  As his hands came closer together, the glow
compacted, coalescing into a ball of electrical power that sparked and
crackled.  The other students stepped back, not wanting to be touched by that
energy.


"Very good, David.  Now, dispel
it," Prof. Rutherford said, pointing to a steel plate at the side of the
room.


David's hands were constantly in motion,
pivoting around the ball of electricity in order to keep it in place and under
control.  At Prof. Rutherford's direction, he pivoted his hands so that they
were on either side of the ball.  At that, he turned to his right, so that the
steel plate was on his left.  He moved both hands, and thus the ball, to his
right, cocking his right arm.  Then, in a quick motion, he dropped his left arm
and straightened his right, turning his body back so that his arm pushed
straight out toward the steel plate.


The electrical ball left David's hand,
and a bolt of lightning trailed behind it, remaining connected to David, until
it hit the plate.  At that point, the lightning on David's hand disappeared,
and the ball engulfed the plate, its energy dispersing safely into the ground. 
The class clapped politely at David's performance.


"As you can see," Prof.
Rutherford said, smiling at David, "it can be done, even if you think you
can't do it.  Even someone who's not an expert can create a very impressive, not
to mention dangerous, ball of electricity.  Of course, the strength of the ball
will be dependent on the amount of electricity freely available to you.  But in
here, you should all be able to create the same sized ball that David did.  You
simply need to practice.  I realize that this is almost impossible to work on
outside of class.  That's why we take an entire semester for something that
really has very few different elements to it.  There are only three basic forms
the electricity you harness can take:  a ball, a bolt, or a sheet.  But, as you
are seeing, it can be tough to do any of them.  Just keep at it, and you'll get
it in time.  Now, let's get back to our practice.


"Thank you, David, for your
demonstration.  I know I keep calling on you for this.  It's just because
you're such a... hrm.  I don't want to insult you."


David chuckled.  "Go on and say it,
Professor.  It's because I suck?"


"No, you don't suck.  You're
fairly good at picking it up, in fact.  But you are of average strength for
someone who can use elemandy with any ease.  So, when I show them your skill,
it's something that they can really achieve, because your level of power is...
well, achievable.  I have some other students, not in your class, who I can't
use as examples, because they're way too strong in elemandy."


David nodded.


"Anyway, I appreciate your
tolerance."


David smiled.  "Did I have a
choice?"


She smiled back at him.  "No, not
really.  But thank you, anyway."


David nodded, and headed back to his
table to continue his practice.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Can you think of anything we need
to change?" Prof. Whitaker asked David.  The two were crossing the terrace
together, heading toward the cafeteria to eat dinner while they discussed the
student handbook.


"Other than the usual updates, I'm
really not sure.  It seems like it's fairly complete to me.  Oh, though, you
know, I think I would like to expand the section on vampires slightly.  I had
personal contact with some this past year, and I think we could give some
better information than what's in there currently."


"Okay, sure, that sounds great.  I'm
always happy when we can provide more details.  What about the layout?"


"It seems to be working.  You did
that survey-thing, didn't you?"


"Yes."


"And how did those results come
out?"


"Very few negatives.  Most of those
were because the book is rather human-oriented."


"The school is human-oriented,"
David said.


"Yes, so that's not really an issue
we can do anything about, short of providing a different handbook for each
race."


"That's probably not cost-effective,
is it?" David asked.


"No."


David nodded.


As the two continued to walk across the
terrace, they saw a crowd gathered, and there was a great deal of yelling and
commotion.  It was clear there was a fight going on.


"Oh, dear lord, I'm going to have to
deal with this," she said as they hurried over to the area.


"Need some help?" David asked.


"Yes.  Help me get them separated
and calmed down."


The two pushed through the crowd, to find
two guys, one with a bloody nose already, the other with a black eye.


"Stop this nonsense!" Prof.
Whitaker shouted.  Some of the crowd left, but the two guys ignored her.  When
one of them lunged for the other, David stepped in, wrapped his arm across the
guy's chest, and heaved him backward.  The other guy attempted to get in some
free punches, but Prof. Whitaker wrapped him in a reteni field.


David pushed his guy back.  The guy was clearly
ready to continue fighting, until David yanked out his wand and aimed it at the
man's face.


"Stop," David said, "Or
you get hurt, and I mean more than a bloody nose."


The guy froze, and then eased back on his
stance, but he still wasn't happy.


"What the devil is going on?"
Prof. Whitaker demanded.


"None of your business, bitch,"
The one she had in custody responded.


"Call her that again," David
said to him over his shoulder, "and I'll be the one getting in trouble,
for putting you in the infirmary for a week."


The guy kept his peace: David's abilities
were well-known, especially to the students who had come up after him.


"To the dean's office, both of
you," Prof. Whitaker demanded.


"You want me to mirror her?"
David asked.  "She's not going to still be in her office at 6:30 at
night."


Prof. Whitaker nodded, and David did so. 
It turned out that she was in Alton Hall, talking with Prof. Stott, and so they
headed that way, instead.


"Good evening, Mary.  David.  What's
going on here?"


Prof. Whitaker said, "David and I
were walking to dinner when we saw a fight in progress.  I asked David to help
me break it up.  These two were going at each other like amateur boxers.  I
restrained one, and David took the other.  Once we'd got them settled down, we
brought them to you."


Dean Lengel looked at David.  "She
miss anything?"


David smiled.  "Yes.  One of them
called her an inappropriate name."


"And then you threatened to put me
in the infirmary!" the guy snarled.


"Yes, I did.  I'd advise you to keep
that in mind while you're talking to the dean, too."


Dean Lengel looked amused.  Prof. Stott
tried to stifle a giggle.


"What's the story, you two?"
Dean Lengel said, talking to the guys now.


The two told their story, each giving
essentially the same version of events.  The fight had been over a girl.


"This is not how we settle things in
this school, gentlemen," the dean said finally.  "You will both
receive a week of detention.  You will wait here until maintenance comes to
retrieve you."


Both men nodded, then glared at each
other.  It was clear this matter wasn't resolved.


"You need me anymore?" Prof.
Whitaker asked Dean Lengel.  When the dean shook her head negatively, she said,
"Then I guess we'll head out.  I'm hungry."


"I'll catch up with you, Prof.
Whitaker," David said.  "I need to ask the dean a question."


Prof. Whitaker nodded, and then headed
off.


"Do I need to leave?" Prof.
Stott asked.


David snorted in lighthearted derision of
the notion.  Turning to Dean Lengel, he asked, "I was wondering something
on the way here after the fight.  In this instance, Prof. Whitaker asked for my
help, so I knew I was okay to step in, but, as Information Officer, do I have
the authority to enforce discipline at all?"


Dean Lengel shook her head.  "No.  The
Information Officer has virtually no authority at all, except when in the
commission of his or her own duties.  Had you been alone, the most you could
have reasonably done was step in and stop the fight.  But then, any student can
do that.  Then you would have needed to report it to me, for further
action."


David nodded.  "I had a feeling that
was the case."


"Why are you worried about it?"
Prof. Stott asked.


"Because this is hardly the first
fight I've seen this year.  This is the fourth one this semester, that I
know of.  It seems like it's becoming a real issue, and I'm just worried that I
am going to end up having to get involved at some point.  Before that happened,
I wanted to clarify what my limits were."


Dean Lengel nodded.  "A good idea on
your part.  And you're right.  This is actually the fifth fight, though I'm not
surprised you didn't hear about the one.  We are looking at things to do to get
the discipline problem under control."


"Okay.  I just wanted to have that
cleared up.  I need to catch up with Prof. Whitaker.  We were going to discuss
changes to the handbook over dinner."


Dean Lengel nodded with a smile.


"Madam Dean... Sam," David
said, nodding to both of them, then headed off for the cafeteria.


"And to think when he got here, all
he wanted was to be left alone," Sam said.


Dean Lengel chuckled.  "His loyalty
to this school is very refreshing," she said.


"I think his real loyalty might be
to the dean, rather than the school," Sam said, twisting Emile's tail a
bit.


Dean Lengel blushed, but said, "You're
not one to talk."


Sam chuckled.  "So what are
you going to do about the fighting?"


"We really are looking into
something.  It's not ready to be discussed.  I'm still working with the
security department on it."


"As long as you're doing
something," Sam said.


"Trust me, I am as worried as David
is, even without a crystal ball."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~






















	
	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 4


Chapter 10: March


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"I'll see your blue, and raise you
two reds," David said, tossing in the chips to the middle of the table. 
Since they weren't playing for real money, they didn't bother equating the
chips to amounts.


"You're bluffing," Flo said.


"Cost you two reds to find
out," he said.


"Well, I'm out," Ellie
announced.


Flo stared David down, but that was a
losing game.  Not only did David have an excellent poker face, but he was also
capable of an undead stare that just made her shiver and look away.


"Okay, I'll call your bluff." 
Flo put down her chips.  "Let's see 'em."


David smiled, then laid down a full
house, aces over jacks.


"Well, snickerdoodles!" Flo
said with a smile.  "I thought for sure you were bluffing."


"I almost never bluff," David
said.


"Yeah, it's the 'almost' part that
worries me," Flo said.


"I'm gonna check on Peanut real
quick," Ellie said.  "Go ahead and deal me in."


It was David's turn to deal, and as he
shuffled the cards, he said to Flo, "Kind of a crappy way to spend your
birthday."


"Not at all!  And in the end, we'll
get to look at cute little wiggly babies!"


"Uh-huh."


Ellie came back in a second and sat back
down, picking up her cards.  "Nothing yet," she said.  "Peanut
is sure it'll happen today, though."


"She's the mom, she should
know," Flo said.  "And I'll bet a white."


David whistled.  "Starting high, are
we?"


Flo stared at him.  "Too rich for
your blood, mister?"


"I haven't got any blood,"
David replied with a grin.  Flo chuckled.


The three continued to play poker while
they waited for Peanut to give birth.  It was late afternoon when Ellie, on one
of her frequent checks, called the others into Flo's bedroom.  One baby was
already in the nesting box, and Peanut was clearly laboring to push out
another.  The first was pink and looked healthy.  Shortly thereafter, another
pink baby emerged.


It took a half-hour, but Peanut finally
gave birth to four kits.  The fourth to emerge kept swiveling her head, as if
she could see, which was ludicrous, as her eyes would not open for weeks.


"Are you going to name them?"
David asked.


"Not until they're furred,"
Ellie said.


"You also should wait to see if any
of them is a familiar," Flo told her.


"Right.  With two familiar parents,
it would be surprising if one of them wasn't one."


"I bet it's that last one,"
David said, pointing to the one which had finally squirmed its way up to
Peanut's nipple and was currently receiving her nourishment.


"We'll just have to wait and see. 
If she is a familiar, Peanut will let us know soon enough."


"So... now what?" David asked.


"Well, mainly, we just keep an eye
on Peanut to make sure she's come through okay.  We might as well go back to
playing poker," Ellie told him.


"Okay.  Is this when the strip-poker
starts?"


The girls both laughed, and they returned
to playing their game for the rest of the evening.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"What are you doing?" Jim asked
David.


"Looking through all of the burglary
information I've collected."


"Again?  What for?"


"I have an idea about the next
one."


"Oh?  What's that?"


"The only constant we've been able
to show between all of them is that, in each theft, at least one of the things
that has been stolen was recently seen in public, either worn, or carried, or
whatever.  So, what I'm going to ask Seth to do is to let me pick someone to
act as bait.  Have them wear something expensive prominently for a few days,
and see if the thief goes after them.  We'll put a recorder in their room,
aimed at the door like I did when I was trying to catch Brent last year, and
see if we get a bite."


"Think it'll work?" Jim asked.


David shrugged.  "All we can do is
try.  Right now, we've only got bits and pieces, little snippets of information
that could point to any of a number of people."


"Right.  Well, good luck with it. 
You going to talk to Seth now?"


"No.  I need to get in some extra
sword and staff practice tonight."


"How come?"


"Prof. Teller warned me that my
fight with Devyn is tomorrow.  I need to be ready for her.  I don't think she's
going to pull any punches."


"No, probably not.  Good luck on
that.  When does he do the sparring, at the beginning of class?"


"No, it tends to be closer to the
end."


"Hmm.  I have TEM until 4:15, but
maybe I'll drop by and watch."


David grinned.  "Always glad to have
the support.  Ellie's going to be there, and maybe Gwen, as well.  Olissa and
Flo have class."


Jim nodded.  "As I said, I don't
know if I'll make it or not.  Good luck.  Someone needs to teach that bitch
some humility."


David nodded agreement.  "See you
later."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Devyn," Prof. Teller called
out.  The students, who had been chatting quietly amongst themselves, went
silent.  This battle was a long time in coming, and most of the students knew
of the animosity between the two.  As Devyn walked to the square, the silence
continued.


Once Devyn was in position, Prof. Teller
called out, "David Stroud."


There was some applause as David walked
to the square.  He looked over to see Gwen, Ellie, Anne and Jess all there.  Jim
was not in evidence.  David shrugged.  It would have been nice to have Jim's
support, but the others were very welcome.  David was surprised to see Anne,
though.


"This is a mixed weapons
match," Prof. Teller said to them as David and Devyn eyed each other
across the square.  "How shall we decide who chooses?"


David said, "The lady may choose her
weapon."


Prof. Teller nodded.  "Devyn, what
weapon do you choose?"


"The staff," she said tightly.


With that, David drew his sparring
sword.  Much like a kendo sword, his sparring sword was made of several slats
of light wood, fastened together at three points along its length.  Its weight
and balance were magically altered to exactly mimic that of his practice sword,
while still preventing it from doing serious damage to the opponent.  He held
his sword low in his right hand, waiting.


"Respect," Prof. Teller said. 
David spread his arms, bowing as minimally as possible.  Devyn did not bow at
all.


"Guard," Prof. Teller ordered. 
David raised his sword in front of himself, holding it in both hands.  Devyn
turned almost completely sideways to him, her staff across her body.  She was
presenting him with the smallest target possible.


"Begin!" Prof. Teller said.


Devyn lunged, pivoting her body and
swinging her staff.  David parried her attack, swinging his sword in a circle
to bring her staff up, passing over his head as she continued to pivot.


Devyn didn't pause before attacking
again.  David parried once more, and then again as she attacked a third time. 
On her fourth attack, David dove over her swinging staff, rolling across the
square and coming back to his feet, now having clear space between him and her.


Devyn wheeled.  "Too cowardly to
face me?" she asked coldly.


"I'm still facing you.  And what's
to fear from you?  You've missed your target four times so far."


Devyn growled and lunged, swinging her
staff in a wide circle, her hands at one end to extend her reach.  David leapt,
clearing her staff by a good foot and a half.  She swung herself around quickly,
to prevent him from moving in on her, and she shifted her hands back to the
center of her staff, then moved in, closing off the rest of the square from
David.


David feinted, and then slid to his
right, moving out of the corner she was trying to pin him into.  He circled
around her, but still did not attack.  He was waiting for his opening.


As Devyn became angrier, however, her
attacks became more fierce.  She moved faster, and swung harder.  Soon, David's
parries were coming dangerously close to failure.  Twice, Devyn got clean blows
on him, and David's arm now hurt rather badly.  She was moving so quickly it
was hard for him to follow her movements.


While David was trying to find a way to
get ahead of her, she managed to take his feet out from under him.  David fell
to the ground, and Devyn was on him in an instant.  She bashed at him with her
staff, swinging over and over again.  David used his sword to block, hearing
the rather loud boos that echoed from the students, who had grown tired of
Devyn's refusal to obey the rules of civilized behavior in sparring.


After three good shots to his ribs, Devyn
positioned her staff for a finishing thrust.  Before she could bring it down,
however, David swung his sword to the side and up, managing to get his sword
between her legs.  He used this as a lever point, and pushed as hard as he
could, which tumbled her to the ground.


Taking his opportunity, David rolled up
to his feet, and then stepped away from Devyn, returning to his line in the
square.  He took the few precious seconds he had to consider a strategy.  He
had no real interest in harming Devyn, though if he embarrassed her, that would
be a victory for him.


As she struggled to her feet, David hit
upon a plan.  He stepped forward, so that he was in the center of the square,
and he planted his feet, right foot back, his torso square to Devyn, his sword
raised in front of his body.  He stared at Devyn intently, and waited.


"Too weak to take advantage of your
opportunity?" Devyn taunted.


"Too strong to need to attack my
opponent when they are incapacitated," David replied.  "Unlike some
people."


Devyn cried out in anger, and lunged at
him.  David parried her move easily, shifting his feet only slightly as she
moved around him.  He kept himself in the center of the square, his body facing
hers.  He kept his eyes focused on hers; it was the easiest way he knew of to
be able to read her mind, to discern her next move.  Devyn had learned well how
to hide the physical signs of her next move, but she couldn't hide her
thoughts, if he kept himself centered.


For several minutes, Devyn attacked
David, unsuccessfully trying to get a hit on him.  David lunged at her a few
times, but it was mainly to throw her off-balance, rather than to actually
attack her.  Blow after blow failed to connect, and Devyn was growing more
frustrated as the minutes passed.


"Fight me, you coward!" she
screamed.


"I am fighting you," David
replied.  "It's not my fault if you're not smart enough to realize
that."


"AGH!" Devyn screamed, and the
attacks came on again.  She tried to taunt him as she swung at him, calling him
a fool, a coward, and even trying to use his undead status as a barb.


"You do realize I've completely come
to terms with who I am, right?" David asked her calmly after she'd called
him a "cowardly, soulless undead fool".  "I've also come to
terms with who you are.  A weak, small child in the body of a woman.  A
child who likes to throw tantrums when she doesn't get her way."


Devyn spun, swinging her staff at full
strength, trying to hit him.  David, having seen the move in her mind, simply
ducked out of the way.  As she followed through her swing, he stepped in and
pushed her to the ground.


"Very much like that one.  I would
pity you, Devyn, but you actually aren't even worth that.  I know that you want
to be an Elven Queen.  Well, let me tell you, you've got the qualifications. 
You've been a royal pain in my ass for over a year."


The class chuckled at that as Devyn
struggled to her feet.  She was breathing hard, and David knew that she was
tired.


"Now, let me show you
something," David said.


"What do you want to show me,
coward?" she snarled, "How to run away?".


"Anger is a weapon only to one's
opponent," he replied.  With that, he spun in a blur, his sword slamming
full force into Devyn's right arm.  She screamed in pain and fell to the
floor.  David stepped away as she scrambled to her feet, her left hand holding
her arm, until she realized how vulnerable she was that way.


Her understanding was a bit late in
coming, however, as David slashed his sword across her upper left arm, then
stepped forward and swung back around, clipping the back of her right knee and
taking her leg out from under her, felling her to the ground once again.


Devyn rose, and she fairly flew at David,
a scream of rage escaping her lips.  The problem was that she was far too worn
out to go at full speed.  David swung his sword down and then up, coming up
under her arm and across her chest.  He used her speed against her, and her
body nearly did a flip as she crumpled to the floor.


David walked away calmly, turning his
back to her.  He stepped to the edge of the square, and motioned to Prof.
Teller, who came over.  David asked him something quietly, and Prof. Teller,
after listening, nodded seriously.


David turned and walked back to his line
just as Devyn returned to her feet.  She was dazed and unsteady.


"Are you ready to continue with your
lesson?" David asked politely.


"I need no lessons from the likes of
you!" Devyn screamed.


"Oh, I think you do.  I asked Prof.
Teller if I could be permitted to use my full abilities against
you."


"Do not bull... Do not boast to
me," she said, knowing Prof. Teller did not allow profanity in his
classroom.  "I know that you have nothing else."


"Really," David said
disdainfully, and then suddenly disappeared from view, to the gasps of the rest
of the students.


Prof. Teller immediately said, "I am
allowing this explicitly this one time."  The students grew silent,
interested in what David would do.


Suddenly, Devyn's feet were taken out
from under her, and she slammed, hard, against the floor.  David stepped away,
and made himself visible.


Devyn snarled as she rose, and then swung
mightily at David, her staff passing right through him.  He brought his sword
up, and then down, and Devyn felt it smash against her forehead, making her
woozy.  She staggered away from him.


David turned to face her as she tried to
regain her footing.  "What's the matter, Devyn?  Can't you face me?  Are
you the coward now?"


"This is no longer a fair
fight!" Devyn screamed loudly, objecting.


"In battle, there is no such thing
as a fair fight," David replied coldly.  "Someone always has
an advantage.  In fact, half our training in here has been on making sure that
person is us.  You're only whining now because you finally understand that the
only reason you had any chance against me was because I was doing the
equivalent of fighting with one hand tied behind my back.  I have always
had an advantage, but am not normally allowed to use it."


"I am better than you will ever hope
to be!" Devyn demanded.  Of whom she was demanding this, David had no
idea.


"Really?  Then why are you the one
winded and staggering?  Come on, Devyn.  You said you wanted me to fight you. 
I'm fighting you.  What's the problem?  Surely you're not suggesting that
this... what did you call me?... You're not suggesting that this soulless
undead fool is inherently better than you, are you?"


"You will never be better than
me!" Devyn screamed.


"Then you have nothing to fear from
my abilities.  Come, and let us finish this."


Devyn swung her staff in anger.  David
faded through it, and then swung his sword backhand, connecting with the base
of her neck.  Only the magic of the square prevented this move from killing
Devyn.  Her feet left the floor as her staff went flying out of the square. 
Her body hit the ground with a thud heard by everyone in the room.


David faded to full solidity as he
stepped over to Devyn just as she tried to get to her feet.  He used his sword
to take her hands out from under her, and then he put his foot beneath her and
rolled her onto her back.  He slid the tip of his sword along the side of her
neck, and he stared down at her.


"Yield to me," David said
calmly.


The part that was hardest for Devyn to
swallow was that David wasn't even the slightest bit angered.  He was as calm
now as he had been when they started the fight.  She loathed him, detested his
very being...


"I will not!" she replied.


"Please, don't make me embarrass you
any further," David said quietly.  "You deserved this, for what
you've done to me, and to Gwen, and to Jim.  It doesn't need to go any
further.  If you make me continue this fight, it will end with you lying on the
ground, unconscious.  I don't want to have to do that.  You can't win this
fight, you know that, and I know that.  Please, yield."


Devyn glared up at him.  She wanted to
break every bone in his body.  She wanted to rip his face off.  She wanted to
send him to the infirmary...


But she knew that none of that was
possible.  She was unarmed, and he was not, and he was freed from the usual
rule that he had to remain solid.  It was, truly, a "fair" fight: one
in which they both could use everything at their disposal.  She had to admit
there wasn't a chance in hell for her.


"I yield," she said very
quietly, glaring at David.


Prof. Teller, who had come over, and who
had heard everything David had said, raised his hands.


"Return to your positions!"


David offered Devyn his hand, but she
snarled at him, and struggled to her feet on her own.  David sheathed his
sword, and returned to his line within the square, then turned to face Devyn,
who limped to her own place.


"Respect!" Prof. Teller
commanded.  David bowed as slightly as he had before.  Devyn, he saw, had the
good manners to bow further than he did.


"Class dismissed," Prof. Teller
said.  At that, the class erupted in applause.  Devyn was not well liked.  She
limped out of the room unescorted.  David went over to join his friends.


"Shit, I'm glad he doesn't usually
let you do that," Brock said.  "Fighting you hurts bad enough the
normal way!"


David grinned at that.


"Why did he let you go all
demighost on her?" another student asked.  "He doesn't normally let
you.  I mean, you're nearly impossible to hit that way."


"That's... a private matter, between
the professor and me," David said.  He and Prof. Teller had talked several
times over the last months, as Prof. Teller had watched both David and Devyn progress. 
He had felt that Devyn's skills could be much improved if she learned the true
limitations of them, and so he had allowed David to show her just how hard a real
fight could be.  Now, Prof. Teller hoped, he could begin to push past Devyn's
self-aggrandizing opinion of herself, and teach her some real fighting
technique.


"Good work, David," Gwen said.


"Not bad," Anne opined,
seemingly actually impressed.


"You were unbelievable out
there," Ellie said.  "I can't believe you can move like that.  And
congratulations, for winning."  She gave him a big kiss.


"I think this calls for a
celebration," Brock said.


"Come on, guys, I don't want to rub
Devyn's nose in this..." David said.


"You looked like you were doing just
that before Prof. Teller called a stop to the fight," Gwen said.


"I was asking her to yield.  She
didn't want to."


"What did you say to her?"
Brock asked.


"That... is also private," he
said.  "Sorry."


"Okay, but, c'mon.  You beat the
little bitch.  She's been Miss High and Mighty in this class for months.  We've
got to at least have a pizza party."


"I'm all for that," Ellie
agreed.


"I think you're going to be
outvoted, David," Gwen said with a smile.


"Okay, okay, but let's keep it
small, okay?  And not too long.  I have apprenticeship tonight."


The others laughed as they left the
gymnasium, heading for the snack bar, which offered pizza to the students.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"You wanted to see me, ma'am?"
the young lady asked, sticking her head in the doorway after Dean Lengel had
acknowledged her knock.


"Yes, Susan.  Come in.  This is Seth
Tupper, our head of security, and I'm sure you know David already."


Susan nodded to both of them, but she
looked worried.  "Have I done something wrong, ma'am?" she asked.


"Oh, no," Dean Lengel said. 
"Nothing like that.  In fact, we wanted to ask you for a little
help."


"If I can..."


Dean Lengel motioned to Seth, who
motioned to David.  David shook his head in bemusement, and then he pulled
something out of his pocket.  "You're aware of the thefts that have been
going on?" David asked.


"Sure, everyone is," she
confirmed.


"Well, we're trying to catch the
bastard, but we're not having much luck.  He's not leaving us a lot of
evidence.  So, we came up with a plan to try to trap the scum-sucker."


"Sounds good, but what's it got to
do with me?"


David held up a necklace.  It was a
simple gold chain, but on the chain was a pendant of white gold and diamonds,
accented with rubies.  It was arranged in the shape of a flower.  "We'd
like you to wear this," he said.


"That's beautiful.  Is this
real?"


"Yes.  It has to be.  Just in case
the thief knows his way around jewelry," David said.


"Wait, so all you want me to do is
wear a necklace?"


"Pretty much.  Make sure it's
visible.  Don't hide it under your shirt or anything.  We need it to be
seen."


"I don't get it," she admitted.


"Each time the thief has
struck," Seth told her, "he's taken something that has recently been
in view of the public.  He takes other items of opportunity, to be sure, but we
think that he selects his main target from what he sees.  We're hoping to
'convince' him to break into your room and steal this necklace."


David said, "You'll need to take
this recorder, and set it so that it can see your dorm room door.  It will
record everyone who goes in and out.  If and when the thief shows up, we'll
have a record of him.  Also, the necklace has a trace on it.  If it leaves your
neck, we'll be able to track it."


"Okay... Why me?"


"I was a bit curious about that
myself," Dean Lengel said.  "Why did you select her, David?"


"I see her on campus everywhere. 
From the stadium to the music hall, near every classroom building... you get
around," David told her.


Susan smiled.  "I don't like staying
cooped up in my room.  I even do my homework outside most of the time."


David nodded.  "It means you'll be
seen by a lot of people.  It gives us the greatest chance that the thief will
take note of your jewelry."


"But if I'm always wearing this, how
will the thief be able to steal it?" she asked.


Seth explained, "After three days,
you'll leave it in your room for three days.  Then wear it for three, take it
off for three... and so on.  Make sure to wear a different necklace when you're
not wearing this one, so it just looks like you're alternating them, and not
like you're trying to trap someone.  That way, after the second or third cycle,
the thief will have a clear idea of your pattern."


Susan nodded.  "And how long do you
want me to do this?"


"Until we catch the bastard,"
David replied.


"After that, I guess I have to give
the necklace back, huh?" she said, pretending to pout.


"No, you can keep it," David
said.


"Really?" she asked, surprised.


"Consider it our thank-you gift for
helping us out."


"Well, okay, then.  I'll do it.  But
how do I position the recorder thing?"


Seth explained the recording device to
her, while David moved over next to Dean Lengel's goby, which was, right now, a
brilliant shade of Kelly green.  David smirked at that.


When Susan left, Dean Lengel asked,
"Do you really think this will work?"


"Possibly," Seth said. 
"It's an expensive piece, so it should definitely draw his
attention."


"Yes.  Very expensive to be giving
away," Dean Lengel said, eyeing David.


"She's not my type," David said
with a grin, knowing what Dean Lengel was thinking.  "But none of my
girlfriends would like it, so I have no use for it."


"You could have sold it back to the
shop..."


David shrugged.  "She seemed to like
it.  I figured she deserved something for helping us.  And truthfully, it
didn't cost me all that much."


"Uh-huh," Dean Lengel said dubiously.


"Anyway, I have to get to
class."


"Have a good day, David.  Oh, and
come talk to me when you have a free moment.  I need to explain to you your new
role in orientation."


David nodded, said good-bye to Seth, and
left for his next class.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Okay, now, moving on to the Office
of Property Registration.  This office is responsible for keeping track of who
owns which piece of land, and which buildings.  People also occasionally
register other highly expensive items with the office, but that is entirely
voluntary.  The registration of land and buildings is mandatory.


"Now, the office...  Yes?"
Prof. Burke said to the pixie who had just popped into being above him.  The
pixie's voice was too quiet for the class to hear, but they didn't have to wait
too long.  As soon as she disappeared, Prof. Burke said, "David, you're
needed in Griffin Dorm.  Second floor hallway."


The class grumbled.  They all knew what
it meant for David to be called out of class at this point.  David nodded to the
professor, packed up his books, and headed out.


"Why do you suppose Seth didn't come
to get you this time?" Jailla asked on their way down the stairs to the
Academy level.


"Probably because he didn't want to
climb these damned stairs," David replied with a chuckle.


Jailla chirped in amusement.


"Do you have any clue who is doing
this?" Jailla asked.  David hadn't really discussed the case with him up
to this point.


"I have some hunches, but nothing to
go on, really.  It's pretty frustrating."  With that, David reached into
his coat and took out a pixie stick.


"You seem to be consuming more of
those lately," Jailla said.


"They help me relax," David
said.


Jailla chirped wordlessly, and said no
more on the issue.


David finally reached Griffin Dorm.  Jailla
had flown off to get some exercise while David 'worked'.  "I hope there's
something good here," David said to Seth.  "Now I'll never know how
the Office of Property Registration works."


Seth grunted.


"What're you doing here,
Stroud?" one of the guys asked, clearly annoyed at having David around.


"I'll assume the question's
rhetorical," David replied.  "Do I need to explain 'rhetorical' to
you, or will you look it up later?"


The guy blanched in anger, and tensed for
a fight.


"Don't be a moron," David
replied with as much condescension as he could manage to put into his voice. 
"I know it's hard, but try."  Turning to the other two, who were
actually smirking at their roommate's discomfiture, David asked, "What'd
they take?"


The guys explained what was missing, and
that they hadn't moved anything in the room.


"Have any of you seen someone
snooping around, following you, that kind of thing?"


"You're the only snoop I've
seen," the aggressive guy said.


"Do you really want to spend the
next week without sleep?" David asked.  "I have some friends in the
castle who can arrange that..."


The guy paled, and didn't say anything
after that.  The other two denied having seen anything out of the ordinary.


"Okay, just wait out here,"
Seth said.  "We'll take a look through your room."


"I don't want that bastard in my
room!" the aggressive guy said.


"No one asked you," David
replied.  "If you have a problem, take it up with the dean."


Seth and David started at the door,
examining it closely for any signs of forced entry.  As usual, nothing was
obvious.  Slowly, they made their way into the room.  David took note of the
parrot in the room, and the cat lying on the one bed.  Turning, he asked the
guys, "Whose familiar isn't here?"


"Mine," one of the pleasant guys
said.  "He's at Madame Abernathy's."


"Sorry to hear that," David
said, then turned back to his searching.


After ten minutes, Seth said, "I
might have something... or I might not."


David came over.  Seth was holding up a
single strand of hair.  It looked to be light brown in color, which eliminated
all of the guys, and the cat, which was gray.


"What is your familiar?" David
asked the guy whose familiar was absent.


"A gecko," the guy replied.


"Guess that rules that out, unless
it's a very odd gecko," David said to Seth, who chuckled.


"Any of you have a girlfriend with
light brown hair?" Seth asked.


One of the guys snorted.  "Us? 
Girlfriends?  Not likely."


"Anyone with light brown hair been
in your room that you know of?"


The guys all shook their heads
negatively.


Seth pulled out another baggie, and
deposited the hair inside.  "One more clue," he said to David.


"Yeah.  At this rate, we'll have
enough clues to catch him in ten, twenty years, tops."


Seth grunted.  Turning to the guys, he
said, "Okay, we're done.   We'll let you know if we develop
anything."


"Right," one of the guys said,
and then they all headed back into their room.


As Seth and David left the building, Seth
asked, "What's that one guy's deal with you?"


"I'm a demighost.  Obviously, he
doesn't like that."


Seth snorted.  "You know, I hadn't
even really thought about it, in all the time we've been working
together."


"Thank you," David said, to
Seth's confusion.


"You going to send that hair off to
the lab?" David asked when they reached the terrace.


"Yeah.  This should narrow down our
list of suspects pretty well."


"Maybe," David allowed. 
"We'll just have to see how it goes."


"Right.  See you later."


David waved as he headed for his own dorm
to put his books away before dinner.


-----


"Anything new from today's
theft?" Simon asked.


"Another clue, but no, nothing that
would allow us to nail it down.  Scheduling removes another fifty people from
the suspect pool, though, because they were in class at the time of the
crime."


"Every little bit helps, eh?"


"Yeah, it does."


"And you still don't know who's
doing it?" Flo asked.


"I've got some thoughts, but nothing
I could even discuss with the Rimohrs, let alone make an accusation."


"Well, I hope you figure it
out," Flo said.  The others nodded in agreement.


"So, what're you doing for Spring
Break?" David asked Flo.


"Staying here.  I didn't feel like
going home this year.  Time to start to break the chains, you know?"


David chuckled.


"You could come stay with us, if you
wanted, David," Gwen offered.


David shook his head.  "I have
duties over break.  I have to help with orientation, plus I always help Miss J
get ready for the Seedling Festival."


Gwen nodded.


Jess asked, "Hey, David... how did
your weapons class go yesterday?  Did Devyn try to get even?"


David snorted.  "She didn't so much
as look in my direction.  I don't think she's going to give up hating me, but I
also don't think she's going to waste her time in a vendetta."


Gwen said, "Well, any little bit
helps."


David shrugged.  Just then, he saw Jim
and Sherry get up and leave their table.  He shook his head in amusement.


"What?" Olissa asked.


David just pointed with his chin. 
"Jim and Sherry.  It's like they're attached at the hip."


"Or somewhere else," Simon said
derisively.  "She pretty much controls him."


"Jealous much?" David asked,
needling Simon, who still didn't have a girlfriend.


Simon blushed.  "I wouldn't want a
girl like that."


"I haven't interacted with her
much," David admitted.  "She's seemed nice enough the few times I've
met her, but other than that, I don't really know her."


"I have, when I've needed to talk to
Jim about Animperium or other things.  I don't like her."


"Personality clash, maybe,"
David offered.


Simon shrugged.  "Could be.  I don't
know.  All I know is I get a cold shoulder from her."


"Oh, well.  Jim's obviously getting
a warm enough reception."


The group chuckled about that, and then
continued chatting over dinner.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~





"David, I'm glad I found you,"
Cat said.  "Can we talk, privately?"


David was sitting at lunch with Olissa
and Flo.  "Sure, Professor," he said.  Turning to his friends, he
said, "I'll catch you guys later."


David followed Cat out of the lunch room,
and they began walking across the terrace.


"What's up?" David asked, once
they were outside of hearing range of any other students.


"I have another problem," she
said without preamble.  "I don't really want to bother you with it,
but I promised."


"What's he doing now?" David
asked, annoyed at her ex-husband already.


"Well, for the last few months, he's
been harassing the school, making complaints about me.  I didn't say anything
to you about that, because it wasn't going anywhere.  Madame Lengel knows about
him, and so those calls are ignored.


"Unfortunately, he's started calling
someone else, now."


"Who?"


"The Child Safety Board."


"I'm not familiar with that agency. 
What does it do?"


"It investigates claims of children
in danger from their relatives or teachers.  He is claiming that Garrett and
Angela are living in unsafe conditions."


"Surely they don't just take his
word for that..."


"No.  They send out an inspector. 
Unfortunately, the night before the inspector arrives, someone comes and
magically messes up the house.  Things get thrown everywhere.  It's too much of
a mess to easily clean up, even magically.  I'm... not that good with movement
magic."


"What about Ben?"


"He's not that good with magic,
period."


David scratched his head.  "How did
he pass his exams, then?"


"Well, he's good enough to have his
license, and citizenship is more about personality than skill, so..." she
shrugged.


"Is that all he's doing?  Calling
the child safety people, and messing up the house?"


"So far.  If this doesn't work, I
imagine he'll switch to something else.  But sooner or later, CSB is going to
stop believing me.  They've already been out twice, to see a destroyed house. 
It's not going to take too many more times before they take the kids out of the
house."


David frowned angrily.


"I hate to have to bring this to
you," Cat said.  "I'm sure you've got enough to do, especially with
the theft investigations ongoing."


David shook his head.  "I'll think
of something.  If you get any ideas, let me know."


Cat hugged David.  "Thank you.  I
don't know what we'd do without you.  Ben, bless him, just isn't a very
effective fighter.  Any time I tell him about something that Elliot is doing,
he ends up retreating to his workshop."


David smiled.  "Takes all
kinds," he said sincerely.  "I'll let you know if I come up with
anything."


"Thank you."  She hugged him
again, and then headed off.  David turned to go back to his dorm, shoving a
pixie stick in his mouth.


Fucker, David thought to himself.  Didn't
want to heed the warnings... it's time to find a way to get rid of you
permanently.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Hey, Flo," David said
quietly.  Not that there was a reason to be quiet; though it was late at night,
there wasn't anyone around to hear them.  David had gone up to the roof of
Phoenix Dorm to look at the stars and relax before bed.  Flo had apparently had
a similar idea.


"Hey, David," she said. 
"Mind if I join you?"


"Not at all."  David was lying
down on an empty planting table, so he could simply stare straight up at the
sky.  He scooted over a little, and Flo joined him.  The fit was tight, but
they were good friends, so it didn't matter.


"Couldn't sleep?" David asked
her.


"Actually, I came up to practice my
astrology."


"Oh.  You want me to leave?"


"No, that's okay.  I wasn't really
looking forward to it.  It gives me a bit of a headache."


"Sorry about that."


"Don't worry about it.  So, you've
been in this position three times before.  What do you do around here
during Spring Break?"


David chuckled.  "Study.  Finish up
projects.  Talk with whatever cute girls haven't gone home for the break,"
he said with a grin.


"Aww," Flo said, and snuggled
closer to him.  He put his arm around her, but they both continued to look up
at the sky.


"I admit it can be a bit dull. 
There's probably some stuff to do down in town."


"You're not sure?"


"I haven't ventured down there
much.  My first two years here, I had to have a babysitter, and last year and
this year, I've just been too busy."


"I know the feeling.  So, how did
orientation go today?"


"Fine.  Same as last year, with a
few added duties."


"Oh?  What did she have you doing
this time?"


"Nothing big.  I acted as greeter
while the new students arrived down at the entrance, and gave them their
handbooks and directed them where to go.  After that, I was part of the main
presentation, where I was introduced as the Information Officer.  Then I took
out one of the small groups.  And that was about that.  Fairly simple and
straightforward."


"Do you like being Information
Officer?"


"Well, it's interesting.  I get
called on to do something every few weeks, mostly it's been dealing with
parents, actually.  It does have some aggravating moments, but nothing too
bad.  Why?"


"I just wondered.  I know that Dean
Lengel wrangled you into the position at the last minute, so..."


"She didn't really wrangle me, she
just asked."


"And what was the chance that David
Stroud, Woodward's most loyal student, was going to tell her no?" Flo said
with a giggle.


David would have blushed, if he could. 
"Okay, granted.  I didn't seriously consider turning her down at any
point.  But this school's given me so much, I figure I owe them something in
return.  I mean, this place isn't like college in Earth.  I have a real home
here.  The staff has been almost like a family to me."


"Even Prof. Quayde?" Flo asked,
teasing.


"Every family has one of those
members," David replied with a grin.


"Ain't it the truth!" Flo said,
laughing.


After that, the two lapsed into a
comfortable silence for a long while.  Finally, however, David broke the quiet.


"Astrology... that was used to
divine political futures, wasn't it?"


"In a broad way, yes," Flo
confirmed.  "You can't get specifics with it.  It's more about...
trends."


"Have you seen anything?"


"Yes."


"Have you seen anything bad?"
David pressed.


Flo fidgeted a bit.  "We're not
really supposed to talk about it..."


"I need to know.  For the last year,
I've been getting the uncomfortable sensation that something bad is going to
happen.  That's why I started taking weapons class.  Please, Flo, if you know
something...  I'll make it worth your while," he promised, turning on his
side to face her, and sliding his hand across her stomach.


"Hmm," she said, smiling up at
him in the darkness.  "Bribery, huh?  I like the way you think.  Okay,
it's not like there's much to tell, and I don't figure you'll go blabbing,
anyway.


"Something bad is coming. 
We're not sure exactly when.  Not soon."


"What does 'not soon' mean, in this
context?"


"Not in the next year or so."


"Well, I knew that.  I'd have been
able to divine something directly if it was that close... probably..."


Flo nodded, then said, "It's big,
and it's going to affect the entire country."


"War?"


"We don't know.  Could be war.  Could
be some kind of internal uprising.  Could be a major drought.  Could be some
kind of natural disaster.  We just don't know.  The vision isn't yet clear
enough to tell us."


"Has Prof. Zoroaster told
anyone?"


"I'm not sure."


"Hmm," David said.


Flo reached up and caressed David's
chest.  "Now, about that bribe..."


David smiled, then leaned over and kissed
her strongly, his tongue sliding into her mouth for a brief exploration.  When
they separated, he said, "Let's go down to my room.  The bed is much more comfortable."


"And how," Flo said with a
grin.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Well, that's another Seedling
Festival, properly prepared for," Prof. Qwellyn said brightly.  "Once
again, I want to thank you for helping me out, David.  I know you must have
better things to do with your time by now."


David shook his head.  "I enjoy
helping you, Miss J.  And I really don't have that much to do over break.  I
finished up reading my textbooks yesterday, so..."


"Hmm," she said, and lapsed
into silence for a moment.  They were currently walking down the bottom floor
of Thunderbird Dorm, the home of the fifth- and sixth-year students.  After
they'd passed by several dorm rooms, Prof. Qwellyn spoke again.


"David, there was something I wanted
to talk to you about.  It's a bit personal."


"Okay... well, there's nobody here
to hear us...  Even Jailla's busy munching on somebody's plant back
there."


Prof. Qwellyn smiled, and then she
turned, facing David.


"David... I know that you're
interested in me, physically," she said, taking a direct approach to the
conversation.


"Okay..." David said.  He chose
not to say more, because he didn't know what was on her mind.


"At least you had the good grace not
to deny it," she told him in praise.


"Why would I?  You're a beautiful
woman, and, spending so much time with you, it's hard not to feel close enough
to want to take that step."


"I understand.  And I am very
flattered."


"But not interested," David
said for her.


"Not so much not interested, as I
don't believe I'm ready for anything like that, with anyone."


David sighed quietly.  "Okay."


"You're not going to try to convince
me otherwise?" she asked in a bit of surprise.


"I respect you too much for
that," David told her.  "I am... well, disappointed... that we won't
be able to share that, but I'm not going to make myself look like a jerk."


Prof. Qwellyn smiled at him.  "Thank
you for that.  Even though I don't think it would make you look like a jerk, it
would make me uncomfortable."


"That's the last thing I would want
to do to you," David told her.


"I know.  But that's why I'm
bringing this up now.  You are making me uncomfortable.  Which is not
your fault at all, please don't misunderstand.  Your desires are... well, built
in.  You can't really get rid of them.  And I can feel them, all the time. 
Especially when we touch.  I have sensed, over the school year, that your
interest in me has risen steadily, which is backed up by the more frequent hugs
that we've exchanged lately."


"I'm sorry.  I can try to think more
pure thoughts... and I can certainly stop touching you..."


Prof. Qwellyn shook her head.  "You
can't change your thoughts in such a way that I won't feel your desire.  And I
really wouldn't want you to be so self-conscious about touching me.  But I
don't think that I can handle the discomfort any longer."


"So what do you want me to do?"


"I think that we need to stop seeing
each other, I'm afraid.  At least until I find a way to be comfortable with
you.  I'm sorry.  I know this hurts your training as much as your pride."


"I'll get over myself," David
said, keeping his voice under tight control.  "Are you sure this is what
you want?"


"I believe this is what I need.  At
least for now.  And please, if you need something, such as an herb, or
if you do need to talk to me about something, don't avoid me.  That would make
me feel far worse than I already do.  But... for right now... I can't spend
time with you anymore."


"Okay."


"That's all you're going to
say?"


David turned to look out across the
moat.  "What else do you want me to say?  I didn't realize that you could
read my thoughts unless we were touching.  I didn't know that I would make you
uncomfortable.  I hadn't even decided whether I was going to approach you about
it or not.  And now it's cost me a friend.  So... I don't really have anything to
say."


"I will always be your friend,
David," Prof. Qwellyn objected.


"A friend that I can't talk to or
spend time with isn't really helpful, no offense."


Prof. Qwellyn nodded.  "I'm sorry,"
she said.


"Not your fault," David told
her.


She frowned, and then said, "I
should go."  Without waiting for David to respond, she popped out of
existence.


Jailla, who had been visiting various
plants as they had talked, came over as David leaned against the outer wall of
the dorm, staring out across the land.


"What was that about?" Jailla
asked seriously.


David shook his head.  "I'll tell
you later.  For right now, could you just... give me some alone time?" 
David's voice was not harsh; it wasn't Jailla's fault, after all.  Jailla
rubbed his head against David's cheek in a supportive gesture, and then winged
off.


David stayed where he was for a long
time, thinking.  It wasn't that she had rejected him that hurt; after all, it
wasn't like he didn't have plenty of choices for physical company.  The problem
was that it had cost him yet another friend, and he didn't have a whole lot of
those left.


Shit.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


Olissa and Flo had both sensed David's
mood, but neither of them was able to get him to open up before the others
returned from break.  It took Jim a solid hour of talking about his trip with
Sherry before he realized that David wasn't reacting as he normally would.


"Something eating you?" Jim
asked, concerned.


David shook his head.  "Just girl
troubles.  Don't worry about it."


"Shit, and here I am going on about
my girlfriend."


David snorted.  "And now you know
how I felt for the first few years."


Jim blushed.  "You have a fight with
Ellie or something?"


"No, nothing like that.  I'd rather
not talk about it, if it's okay with you."


"Sure.  Hey, you want to go to
dinner with Sherry and me?  We're going down into town.  If your trouble's not
with Ellie, you could bring her, and we could double-date."


"Uh, no, that's okay.  Thanks,
anyway.  I'll eat in the cafeteria, like usual."


"Suit yourself.  Can't say I didn't
try."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"All right, class, today we are
going to give the brownies a little help," Prof. Thropp announced. 
"Today's spells will show you how to enchant some basic household objects
to get them to clean on their own, thus freeing you from having to do it.  Now,
you won't all be working on the same spell, but they're all basically the same
difficulty level, so no one will be doing something harder than everyone else. 
I'm going to pass out the spells to you.  You should study them, then retrieve
the item or items you need from the side of the room, and set to work."


Prof. Thropp moved down the rows and
passed these slips out by hand.  She gave David his with a nod, and moved on.


Looking at the slip of paper, David saw
that he would need a broom and dustpan.  He went over and collected them from
the side of the room, then came back to his desk, leaning the broom against his
desk, and setting the dustpan on the floor.


For a long time, David studied the
instructions with the enchantment.  It was a complicated process, and he wanted
to try to get it right.  Finally, after about ten minutes of looking it over
and memorizing the spell itself, he set the parchment down on the table and
stood up, standing over the broom and dustpan.  


Raising his hands, David began the
enchantment.  He moved his hands as required by the spell, trails of bright
orange sparkles flowing from his fingers.  As he reached the end of the spell,
he thrust his hands forward and the orange sparkles jetted from his fingers to
the tip of the broom.  They flowed over the surface of the broom and then
jumped to the dustpan, flowing over that, as well.  Soon, both objects were
glowing orange.  When he saw that, David dropped his hands, and the glow soon
faded.


David was about to test out his
enchantment by pouring a little sand onto the floor, but he discovered he
didn't need to, as the broom began to waddle its way across the floor toward a
spot of dirt which had apparently been spilled during another class.  The
dustpan sat still as the broom swept the dirt into a neat pile.  The broom
never left the ground, but walked on the edges of its bristles, moving like a
penguin, when it wasn't actually sweeping.


Once the dirt was all collected and
ready, the dustpan suddenly zipped along the floor.  When it was in place, the
broom swept the dirt into the pan.  The dustpan, now full, zipped quickly
across the floor again, until it reached the nearest trash can.  At that point,
it lifted straight up off the ground, dumped the dirt into the trash, and then
dropped right back down to the floor with a light clicking noise as it touched
down.  Its job finished, the dustpan moved right back to where it had started,
next to David's desk.


"Well, that's efficient," David
said to no one in particular.  He saw that the broom, too, was waddling back to
his desk.  Once there, it leaned itself against his desk, in the exact position
it had been in before it had moved at all.


"I love magic," David said with
a grin.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David rode down the rock lift while
sucking on a pixie stick.  Cat had just called him, telling him that her
apartment was trashed, and so, presumably, the Child Safety Board investigators
were on their way.  It was early morning, so they had some time, but Cat and
Ben couldn't possibly get the mess cleaned up before they arrived.


As he knocked on the door to the
apartment, David took a look around.  Whoever had done the job had almost
certainly been nearby.  He wondered if a look for footprints might serve up
anything useful.  He started to look before Cat even opened the door.  When she
saw him shuffling along the outer wall of her home, she decided not to
interrupt him just yet.


When he turned back to her, he jolted. 
"Sorry, I didn't hear you come out," he told her.


Cat smiled wanly.  "That's okay. 
What were you looking for?"


"Footprints, hand marks... something
that would show that someone had been out here."


"Find anything?"


"No."


"Well, whoever it was could have
been miles away from here."


"How many wizards do you know
powerful enough to pull that off?" David asked.


"Me, personally?  Um... none,
actually.  At least, I don't think so..."


"Right.  Doing stuff at those
distances is pretty hard.  It's far more likely that whoever it was, was right
outside.  Anyway, c'mon, we've got to get the house picked up.  How much time
do we have, minimum?"


"Maybe an hour."


"Okay.  Hey, Ben."


"Good morning, David," Ben
said.


David looked around the apartment, which
was a total wreck.  Books and dishes were strewn everywhere.  Food was dumped
out on the floor.  Clothes were thrown into the food, staining them.  David
frowned mightily.


"It's hopeless," Ben said. 
"There's no way we'll get this cleaned up."


"You guys focus on the
kitchen," David said.  "Get the food cleaned up.  I'll take care of
the rest of the house."


"You can't possibly get it all put
back alone," Ben objected.


David just shrugged at him, and walked
into the living room, pulling out his wand as he went.  He stuck another pixie
stick in his mouth, and then raised his wand.  He didn't bother saying the
spells out loud, but as he swiveled his wand, objects lifted off the floor. 
Two and three at a time, the books and knick knacks flew back to spots on the
shelves.  They might not have been where Cat wanted them, but they'd be neat
and orderly.


It didn't take David long to have the
living room clean.  Prof. Phillips would have been proud of his skills.  He
moved on to the master bedroom, which was also destroyed.  David set to work,
doing the same thing in there as he had done in the living room.  By the time
he was finished in there, he heard Garrett moving around in his bedroom.


David knocked on Garrett's door, and then
opened it.  "Hey, bud," David said.


"Hey, Uncle David," Garrett
said, happy to see him, but still sleepy.


"Is this mess yours?" David
asked with a chuckle.


"It was clean, Uncle David, I
promise!" Garrett said earnestly.


"Okay, well, let's get it picked up,
shall we?"


"Okay," Garrett said, starting
to pick things up off the floor.  David continued to use his spells, dumping
the clothes on the bed, and shoving books back on shelves.


"Wish I could do that," Garrett
said.  "It'd make cleaning my room a lot easier."


David chuckled.  Between the two of them,
the room was picked up in no time.


"You think Angela's room will be
messed up?"


"Probably not.  Dad likes her,"
Garrett said sourly.


David patted Garrett on the shoulder,
then left.  He peeked into Angela's room, but it was spotless.  Finally, with
the rest of the house organized, David went back to the kitchen, to see how
much progress Ben and Cat had made.


When he entered the room, Cat was
scrubbing some eggs off the floor, but Ben was nowhere to be seen.


"Where's Ben?" David asked.


"He left," Cat said angrily. 
"He said he had to go to his shop."


"Is that... normal?"


"Depends on what you mean by
normal," she said.  "If you mean, is it like him to run from
trouble?  Yes."


David nodded, but didn't say anything
about it.  Instead, he turned and surveyed the rest of the kitchen.  Cat had
not made very much progress.  David pulled his wand back out, and set about
using the detergio spells to wash the dishes.  In a few minutes, all of the
dishes were cleaned, dried and put away.


"You want help with that?" he
asked her.


Cat looked up at him, and then realized
he'd gotten most of the rest of the room spotless.


"How the hell do you do that so
well?"


"No offense, but how do you not? 
I mean, it's part of the regular spells curriculum."


Cat sighed.  "After about my second
year, I just sort of got by in spells.  I whizzed through Metamorphosis because
it was really interesting to me.  But when it came to basic spellwork, back
then, I just didn't care."


"Maybe take a refresher
course?"


Cat smiled at him wryly.  "Yeah. 
Sure.  Anyway, yes, if you can get this damned stain off the floor..."


David thrust his wand at the stain and
muttered, "Sku iji!"  The stain evaporated from the floor, and
left a very nice shine behind it.


"Okay, maybe I do need a
refresher course," Cat said, impressed.


"I think that's pretty well got
it," David said.  "You want to take a look around and make sure I
didn't miss anything?"


"Okay."


David went and sat at the kitchen table
while Cat walked around the apartment, looking for messes.  When she got back,
the kids were with her.  "Everything's all cleaned up.  Garrett says he
took care of the hallway bathroom for us."


David nodded.  "Thanks, Garrett.  I
forgot to look in there.  Did you check the master bath?" he asked Cat.


"Yes.  It wasn't anything to worry
over.  You want some breakfast?"


David shrugged.  "Might as well. 
How soon do you figure before they show?"


"Any time now."


As the kids were just finishing their
breakfast, there was a knock on the door.


"You want to get that for me?  I
need to put these dishes in the sink," Cat said.


David went to the front door and opened
it.


Standing on the other side were two
people in actual wizard robes, and one person who looked like a Rimohr.  The
two robed wizards held up identification wallets with badges and IDs showing.


"Is Catherine Arpilla home?"


"Yes..."


"Child Safety Board.  You are
required to let us in.  We are here to investigate a charge of unsafe living
conditions for the Arpilla children."


"Okay..." David said, standing
aside so that they could enter.  The Rimohr entered without a word.


One of the CSB agents asked, "Who
are you?"


"David Stroud.  A family
friend."


"Is that a euphemism for
boyfriend?" The Rimohr asked.


David smirked.  "No.  Cat has a
boyfriend.  I just look out for her and give her a hand from time to
time."


"Like cleaning this place up before
we got here?" the Rimohr asked suspiciously.


"I'm sorry, what's your name?"


"Agent Samuel Norton."


"Well, Agent Norton, yes, I did help
clean up.  But before you go accusing anyone of anything, ask yourself a
question."


"What?" the Rimohr asked,
rather snidely.


"How would we know you were coming
this morning, in order to know we needed to clean up?"


All three of them turned to face him at
that.


"You trying to tell us
something?" one of the CSB agents asked.


"Elliot Arpilla has been trying to
regain custody of his children for almost two years now.  Although I cannot
prove it, I would be willing to bet your salary that he is the one who called
you."


"The caller was anonymous," the
Rimohr said.


"I'm sure," David said, making
it clear what he thought of anonymous callers.  "But either you've got a
leak in your office which told us you were coming, the caller himself told us
you were coming, or we knew you were coming because the house had suddenly
gotten messed up.  Which of those do you think is most likely?"


"That you were warned," The CSB
agent said.  "Either by the caller, or by a snitch.  Why the caller would
warn you is unfathomable, so I'm going with a snitch."


David sighed and rolled his eyes. 
"Yeah, you go chase down that idea.  Let me know what you come up with,
would you?"


"Where is Catherine Arpilla?"
the other agent asked.


"I'm right here," Cat said,
coming out of the kitchen.  "I was washing the breakfast dishes."


"Do you always invite young men over
for breakfast?  Or was he here overnight?" the CSB agent asked.


"I called him here to help us clean
the mess," Cat said.  "As you can see, compared to last time, he was
able to help us do a much better job.  Further, I don't think I like your
tone.  My love life is not your concern."


"It is if he's a safety risk,"
the agent said, unmoved.


Cat snorted.


"Anyway, we have questions to
ask," the agent said.


"Of course you do."


David asked, "Cat, do you need me
here for this?"


"No, I think I can handle the
questions just fine.  Why?"


"Classes start soon.  I need to get
back up to campus.  That is, unless you three want to interrogate me?"


"You live on campus?" the CSB
agent asked.


"Yes, I'm a student."


"Your full name?"


"David Stroud.  Phoenix Dorm,
A-42."


"Okay, you can go."


The Rimohr asked, "What's the badge
for?"


David looked at him.  "I am the
school's Information Officer.  Anything else, Agent Norton?"


"No.  But remain available, in case
we want to talk to you later."


David snorted.  "I've got classes
all week.  I'm not going anywhere.  Cat, good luck with these... people.  Call
me later, and let me know how things go."


"Of course.  Thanks again,
David."


With that, David headed out of the house,
and back up to campus.  All the while, he was trying to figure out how to catch
Elliot at this little game.


Maybe a recorder, like we gave Susan. 
It's worth a try...


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Good morning, everyone, and welcome
to the Peg Riders Club's first annual Flag Hunt," Madame Abernathy said to
the collected group.  The Peg Riders Club had eight members, including David. 
They were each standing next to a pegasus.  David was, of course, paired with
Cupcake, as he always was.  There were only a few spectators for this event, as
virtually all of it would take place out of sight of everyone.


"Now, let me explain the
rules," Madame Abernathy said.  "You will each be given a map.  On it
are marked twenty circles.  Within each circle are a set of eight flags, one
with each of your names on it.  You must hunt down your flags and bring them
back here.  The flags are visible from the air, but probably not from very high
up.  You have eight hours to find and retrieve as many flags as possible.  You must
turn in your flags before the eight hours is finished; if you haven't returned
here before that time, any flags you might be carrying are worthless.


"Before anyone gets any big ideas
about cheating, the flags have tamper-resistant magic on them.  You can only
pull out your flag, so don't waste your time.


"Further, the contest isn't just
maximum number of flags.  Flags brought back and dropped off earlier in the day
are worth more points.  Flags returned within the first two hours are worth an
extra half point.  Within the second two hours, they're worth an extra quarter
point, and within the third two hours, they're worth an extra tenth of a
point.  Those flags returned in the last two hours of the day are worth one
point each.  The rider with the highest point total at the end of the day, is
the winner.


"The prize to the winner is a
plaque, and a free dinner down at the Slyther Inn.  Now, if everyone is ready,
mount your pegs."


David jumped up and settled into position
on Cupcake.  She shifted a couple times and shook her head in anticipation of
the flight.  Cupcake loved to fly.


"Any final questions?" Madame
Abernathy asked.  Seeing there were none, she said, "Very well, your time
begins now!"  She flipped over a large hourglass, which marked
their two hours for the initial phase of the hunt.


David quickly studied the map.  He
divided the map into four sections, mentally.  He would cover the map one
section at a time.  He then decided to start at the farthest target within each
section, and work his way back toward the school.  He knew that he could not
recover all the flags within the first two hours.  He probably wouldn't
retrieve all the flags, period.  This way, he hoped to gain maximum points for
what he did recover.


Putting away his map, he said,
"Okay, Cupcake, let's go."


Cupcake fairly leapt into the air, her
strong wings driving them upward.


"North-northwest, girl," he
told her.  She nickered and swung herself around until she was facing the
requested direction.  David enjoyed the view for several minutes before he
pulled out the map once again, trying to match the map to what he saw below
him.


It was a half-hour of flying just for
them to reach the first target circle.  Luckily, however, the flags were easily
visible, on the top of a hill.  David tried using the sem charm on his flag,
but it didn't work.  He was forced to land, and then pull the flag physically
out of the ground.  He knew that the point was to see how well the riders
handled all aspects of their riding, and takeoffs and landings were all part of
that.


Climbing back aboard Cupcake, she was in
the air in a second, and David directed her to the next target.


-----


David swooped down to a gentle landing in
the pegasus paddock.  He hopped down off Cupcake, grabbed the flags, and jogged
over to the table where Madame Abernathy was waiting.  He handed her his flags,
and as she did a quick count, he looked over at the hourglass.  It looked like
there was still about twenty minutes left in the second quarter of the contest.


"Only four this time?" she
asked David.


David grinned.  "I just couldn't
find the fifth one I was looking for, and I knew I was running out of time to
make the second cut-off."


Madame Abernathy nodded.  "Well done
so far.  There are still eleven more out there for you to find."  She
tapped David's map with her wand, and four of the circles vanished, indicating
that he'd found those.  "Well, go on, get going," she told him.


"I'm waiting for Cupcake to finish
getting water," he told her, motioning to his ride.


Madame Abernathy nodded approvingly.


Soon enough, Cupcake had finished her
refreshment, and the two were off into the sky again, looking for more flags.


-----


"Come on, girl, we've got to get
back to the castle.  We're cutting it pretty close."


Cupcake whinnied, and flapped her big
wings harder.  David actually felt her speed increase, and he could see the
ground whizzing by much faster now.  He had the last three flags he was going
to find in his possession, and he wanted to make sure they got them in for the
final count.


In just a few more minutes, Mt. Woodward
was approaching fast.  Cupcake didn't land in the paddock, but outside of it,
giving her plenty of room to run and slow down.  As she approached the paddock
fence, she vaulted it, and then she slowed to a stop.


"Nice one," David told her,
patting her on the neck.  Cupcake nickered at him affectionately, and then he
slid off her back, grabbing his flags.


"Just in time.  There's only five
minutes left," Madame Abernathy said.  Five of the other riders were
already there, waiting around, and David could see one of the remaining two
coming in for a landing as they spoke.


"This makes your flag total
eighteen," Madame Abernathy said.  "I'll tally point totals when
everyone is in."


David nodded, then went over to remove
Cupcake's saddle and get her some food and water.  He praised her for her
performance and groomed her while they waited.


Finally, all the riders had returned.  The
last rider did not make the cut-off time, and so lost her last four points. 
She was annoyed, because she knew there was no chance of winning without them.


Madame Abernathy quickly totaled up the
scores, and then brought everyone into a line.


"Very well done, everyone.  Everyone
got almost all the flags.  Only two of you got them all.


"Now then, in third place, we have
Becky Connor, with 21.5 points.  In second place, we have David Stroud, with
22.1 points.  And our winner this year, with 22.85 points, is Ted
Dibiosi."


Everyone clapped, even those who were
upset at having lost.  David didn't really care that much; though the plaque
would have been nice, he could buy his own dinner at the inn, and really, he'd
had a nice, relaxing day riding Cupcake, which was always a good thing, so he
didn't mind losing.  Besides, Ted was a good guy, who took good care of his
peg.


"Thank you, all of you, for doing so
well.  The pegs returned in high spirits and good shape.  I hope you had as
much fun as they obviously did, and we'll see you next week for our regular
club meeting!"


Everyone shook Ted's hand, and then the
gathering broke up.  David went over to make sure that Cupcake was truly
settled from her day of exercise.


"Sorry we didn't win, girl,"
David told her quietly.  "That was my fault, not yours.  I think I picked
a bad search strategy."


Cupcake nuzzled him affectionately, and
he gave her the callum apple he'd been carrying all day for this moment.  She
munched on it happily while he patted her neck, and then he led her over to her
bedding area, where he left her.


When he came out of the stable area,
Madame Abernathy was waiting for him.  "You know, everyone in the club
takes good care of their pegs, but you're the only one that really communes
with yours."


David shrugged.  "Cupcake and I have
spent a lot of time together.  Besides, I'd rather ride a peg than one of those
Sky Riders."


Madame Abernathy chuckled.  "I'm
considering the notion of putting together a riding guild.  Would you be
interested in being one of the founding masters?"


David looked at her, shocked. 
"Ma'am... I, uh... have one apprenticeship going already."


Madame Abernathy snorted.  "You
don't need an apprenticeship, David.  You're already as good at riding and
caring for pegs as anyone I've ever seen.  Guilds have to be approved by the king. 
I think your name on the petition would add some weight."


"Really?  Why?"


"The king's met you personally.  You
have two chevrons for service.  You're already a master in one guild, and working
on mastery for a second.  You're trusted by the dean.  In short, you're the
kind of person they look for when new guilds are forming.  I'm a relative
nobody by comparison.  I'm ranked highly in my own guild, which helps the
petition, but I have nothing to recommend me beyond that."


"That can't be true... you're so
good at what you do..."


Madame Abernathy nodded in acceptance of
the compliment.  "But that doesn't really matter when it comes to new
guild formation.  I'll admit, there will be some work involved.  We'll have to
put together membership rules, a set of mastery levels, and some basic rules of
order.  You and I will end up being the sitting co-chairs of the guild,
probably for some time to come.  Are you interested?"


David temporized.  "There isn't
already a peg-riding guild?"


"No.  In fact, they have always been
under the authority of the animal care guilds.  That's why I'm handling the
riding club, instead of someone like Prof. Schmidt.  These pegs are my
responsibility.  The peg-riding guild would take over their care from the
animal care guilds."


"Won't those guilds be a bit annoyed
by that?"


"Some might.  Others will realize
that the issue with pegs is somewhat different from most other animals we care
for, and so they really should have a guild of their own."


David nodded.  "Can I think about
it?  I've never considered putting myself in such a serious position
before."


"Of course.  I've not filed any
paperwork or anything, so there's no time limit here.  Take all the time you
need to make up your mind.  I'm actually somewhat relieved you weren't willing
to just jump in with both feet.  I want you to be as committed to this idea as
I am before you say yes."


David nodded again.  "I'll let you
know as soon as I've made up my mind."


"Good enough," Madame Abernathy
said.  "Have a good night."


"You, too."


David walked away from the paddock, and
immediately stuck a pixie stick in his mouth as he considered the idea of not
just being part of a guild, but running one.


Am I ready for that?  I'm just not
sure.  I think maybe I need to talk this over with someone.


But who?


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David sucked on his pixie stick, this one
lemon, with fervor.  He was concerned, for the tone of Cat's voice when she'd
mirrored him was one of near panic.  He had assured her that he would get down
to her apartment as quickly as possible.  It was lunchtime, and Cat had gone
home to check on things, because she was afraid of what Elliot might do.  In
this case, her paranoia had paid off.


Before he even announced his presence,
David reached up and grabbed the recorder, which he'd hidden in a bracket above
the door, and used an illusion enchantment to conceal it completely.  Once he
had that in hand, he knocked on the door.


The door opened almost immediately, to a
frazzled Cat, who pulled David inside.


"God, I'm glad you're here!  I don't
know what to do!"


David looked around, seeing the apartment
in its normal state of order and tidiness.  He looked back to Cat. 
"What's the problem?"


"C'mon," she said, and led him
into the kitchen.  Once there, the problem became immediately obvious.


The room was literally crawling with
bugs.  Cockroaches and silverfish made up the bulk of the creepy crawlies, with
a few other unfriendly house guests thrown in for flavor.  Ben was there,
standing in the middle of the room, unwilling to touch anything.


"Hey, Ben," David said.


Ben just nodded at him, aggravated and
uncomfortable.


"Um... why don't we go into the
other room, where we'll all be a little less squeamish?"


Ben gladly retreated from the kitchen,
and Cat and David followed him until they were in the living room.


"Elliot again, I assume?" David
asked.


"I can only imagine," Cat
confirmed.  "The house was spotless when I left this morning.  I came back
to make myself something to eat, and to check on things, what with all the crap
that's been going on, and found the kitchen crawling."


David set down the recorder, and opened
it.  "Well, let's see if we caught our anonymous caller on tape."


"Tape?" Ben asked, confused.


"Sorry, it's an Earth term.  I mean
let's see if we got a recording of him."


David wrote a command in the box on the
recorder, and it played out first the children leaving, then Ben leaving.  Cat
left shortly after Ben.  The picture shifted, and then, what they saw was a
blurred out image of someone approaching the side of the house.  It was
difficult to tell what they were doing, because of the blur, but it seemed as
though they were carrying a box.  A sudden shift in the picture indicated that the
box had disappeared.  Shortly thereafter, the box reappeared, and the person
left the area quickly.


"That's a rather poor
recording," Ben complained.


David shook his head.  "It's an
anti-recording hex.  Or it might have been an actual anti-identification hex,
which means that anyone looking at him would have trouble actually seeing him,
as well.  In any case, the problem isn't the recording.  If you look at the
things around him, they're in perfect focus.  It's only the perp that's
fuzzy."


"Perp?" Ben asked.


"Sorry, another Earth term.  It's
cop-speak for 'perpetrator'.  I watched too much Law & Order as a
kid."


Ben let this reference slide.


"So we still can't prove it was
Elliot," Cat said, distraught.  "But what do we do about the
bugs?"


"Try to get rid of them, somehow. 
I'm not sure what to do about them, frankly..."


Just then, there was a knock at the door.


"And apparently, we've just run out
of time," David said with a frown.


"I'll get it," Ben said.


"You know what the real nightmare
is," David said.


"What?"


"Even if you didn't have a bug
problem before, you've got one now.  It'll be virtually impossible to get rid
of all of them."


Cat nodded, frowning.  Just then, Ben
escorted the two CSB agents, and Agent Norton, into the living room.


"Well, you again," Agent Norton
said.


"Yes, me again.  You have a problem
with people having friends?"


"I think it somewhat improper for a
student to be fraternizing so closely with a professor, yes."


"You're from Earth, aren't
you?" David asked.


"What makes you think so?"
Agent Norton dodged.


"No Dugerran would be that
prudish," David replied coldly.  Agent Norton frowned mightily at David,
but kept his peace.


One of the CSB agents said, "We have
a report-"


"-from an anonymous caller -"
David threw in with some serious sarcasm.


The agent glared at him, but finished his
sentence, "- that this house has a serious insect infestation, which is a
major health hazard.  You will remain here while we investigate."


David, Ben and Cat all stood in the
living room, under the watchful gaze of Agent Norton, while the CSB agents made
their way through the house.  It didn't take long to discover the problem in
the kitchen.


"Care to explain the... disgusting
conditions in your kitchen, Mrs. Arpilla?" the one agent asked.


"Someone let those bugs loose in
there.  They were not there when I left home this morning.  Hell, you were here
last week!  You know that we didn't have a bug problem."


"This house had been obviously
cleaned up last week.  Certainly you would have knocked back your bug problem
while you were cleaning," Agent Norton said.


"And, have you noticed that the
house is still more or less spotless?" Cat asked.


"So, you cleaned up, just like last
time."


"And we left the bugs till last?"
she demanded angrily.  "I don't appreciate being called stupid, Agent
Norton.  IF my house was actually in the condition you obviously think
it was, and IF I had the brains to clean it up before you got here,
don't you think I'd be smart enough to know that a bug problem is far, far more
damning than clutter?"


The CSB agents were unfazed by Cat's
tirade, but Agent Norton didn't have a response for her.


"We have to go on what we see, Mrs.
Arpilla," one of the agents said.


"Okay, then make sure you see everything,"
David replied.


"Meaning what?" the other agent
asked.


David motioned them over to the recorder,
and re-ran the footage.  When it was finished, he said, "As you can see, someone
did something outside this apartment today.  And whatever it was they
were doing, they wanted to make damned sure they weren't recognized."


"This footage doesn't really tell us
anything," the agent told him.  "Look, we have a tip that says you
have a major problem here.  We come, and we find just that.  We have to go with
the evidence."


"So you're going to take the word of
someone who's so cowardly they can't even give you a name, over the word of one
of the most respected professors at the Woodward Academy?" David asked,
rather incredulously.


The agent replied impassively,
"We're not taking anyone's word for anything, Mr. Stroud.  We're looking
at the infestation."


"Which has been there for all of an
hour and a half!"


"Bug populations don't explode that
quickly," the other agent said.


"Which just proves that someone
planted them!" David demanded.  "Otherwise, they wouldn't be a
problem yet, if we had, as he claimed, wiped most of them out last week!"


"We never made that claim.  Agent
Norton's opinion is his own.  The CSB office does not engage in speculation. 
We engage in facts."


"Fine.  Then accept this fact:
those bugs will all be gone in the next hour."


"How do you expect to accomplish
that?" the agent asked archly.


"By killing them, of course."


Saying that, David walked into the
kitchen.  Seeing it still made his skin crawl.  The first thing he did was to
create a field spell, which slowed time in the kitchen, causing all the bugs to
basically stand still.  Once he was done with that, he pulled a base potion off
his necklace.  He went back to the living room, where Cat had some roses.  He
plucked one petal, and dumped it into the vial, shaking it up.  Once the petal
had dissolved, and the potion had turned a deep green, David returned to the
kitchen.


Unstoppering the vial, he took out his
wand.  Tapping the vial, he said, "Ventus."  The potion aerosolized
and filled the kitchen with a mist.  Everything in the room froze solid.  The
table and the chairs were covered in a thin layer of ice.  The bugs were all
frozen, unable to move.  Once the potion had penetrated the entire kitchen,
David let loose the field spell.


"Why did you need the spell?"
Ben asked.


"Without it, the bugs would have
fled the cold.  This way, they didn't have time."


Ben nodded.


"Now what?" Cat asked.


"Broom and a dustpan," David
said.  "Make sure to check the cabinets."


"Very clever," Agent Norton
said.  "Why didn't you do that before we got here?"


"I didn't have time," David
said.  "I only got here a couple minutes before you did.  And I didn't
think of it until I saw the roses while trying to not punch him in the face for
being an idiot."


"I'm just doing my job," the
CSB agent said haughtily.


"No you're not.  You're being a
bureaucrat," David said.  "Your job is to protect children.  That's a
job for a warrior, not a paper pusher.  You're far more interested in ticking
all the appropriate boxes on your paperwork than you are in finding the truth. 
In my eyes, that makes you a far bigger danger to children than most of the
people you investigate."


"Said like a true suspect," the
other CSB agent replied.


David snorted.  "In what way am I a
suspect?  I'm neither parent nor teacher to the children.  I spend maybe two
hours a month in their presence.  I'm just annoyed that you actually think
you're doing your job properly."


"Listen, Mr. Stroud," the CSB
agent started.  Agent Norton interrupted him.


"He's right, as far as his being a
suspect is concerned, Ed.  There's not even any way you could begin to call him
one.  I'd let his estimation of your job skills pass off as the opinion of an
angry observer."


Ed sighed heavily, and nodded. 
"This problem has apparently been cleared up, Mrs. Arpilla, but every time
we come out here, something is wrong.  This cannot continue, or we will
have to escalate your case to the point of intervention."


"Is that really necessary?" Ben
asked.


"Not yet," the other agent
said.  "But that time is coming, if we keep getting called out here. 
We'll let you get back to work, but be aware that we will be keeping an eye on
things."


Ben escorted the three officers out, and
then returned to the living room.


"God damn that Elliot," Cat
snarled.


"I'm still working on a
solution," David told her.  Ben frowned.  "What?" David asked,
curious.


"Nothing," Ben said, then went
into the kitchen to get a drink.


"Something I said?" David
asked.


Cat shook her head.  "He's just
uncomfortable with all of this," she replied.  "Thank you for being
here.  Thank you for coming up with a way to get rid of them."


"We probably didn't get all of
them.  Keep your eyes out for strays."


Cat nodded.  "I can control a few. 
Not a few thousand."


David smiled.  "Right.  Now, I hate
to run, but if I don't, I'm going to be late for Conjuring, and Prof.
Blackstone might be annoyed if his TA doesn't show up."


Cat gave David a strong hug, and kissed
him on the cheek.  "Thanks again.  We'll have you over for dinner soon, as
a thank-you."


"Okay.  See you then."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Okay, David.  You know the
routine," Prof. Blackstone said.


"Don't I ever.  After a month and a
half, the concept is plenty familiar," David replied sourly.


"Now, don't get discouraged.  I
warned you that this was a stumbling point.  You want to know a secret?"


"Sure."


"It took me just as long to figure
this out as it is for you.  I think I ultimately spent three months on it.  And
another three, perfecting it before I moved on."


"Oh, joy of joys," David said.


Prof. Blackstone grinned, and waved him
to work.


David turned around, and waited.  Prof.
Blackstone moved the box to a random spot on the table, and then told David to begin.


As before, David reached out with his
mind, looking for the box.  He was able to find it fairly quickly - a skill
he'd gotten very good at over the past several weeks.  Now, he had to find a
way to conjure the wooden block out of the box, and onto the table in front of
him.


David thought back over all the different
things he'd tried.  He was trying to find some new way of looking at the
situation, to improve his chances of success.  Finally, he realized that there
was no "trick" to it; he was, instead, simply going to have to be
more precise.  David took a deep breath and centered his focus on the box.  He
pushed inside, as if he was going to conjure something into the box, but
instead of looking for the available space, he tried to seek out the non-available
space.  He made the assumption that the only thing in the box at this point
would be the wooden block.


Feeling like he could sense the space
which had something in it, David once again breathed deeply, allowing his
entire attention to focus on that spot, ignoring everything outside that one
space.  He worked to see if he could grasp precisely the outline of the object,
and only when he felt that he had circumscribed it completely with his thoughts
did he begin the conjure.


Keeping his attention tight on his
target, David raised his hands and muttered the charm.  He panicked slightly
when he felt his mental grasp of the object slipping, but then he realized that
it was just because the object wasn't actually there anymore.  He looked down
to see that he had, in fact, managed to conjure the block out of the box for
the very first time, ever.


"Excellent!" Prof. Blackstone
enthused.  "You beat me by over a month!  Now, how hard was that for you
to do?"


"My head is killing me," David
admitted.


Prof. Blackstone nodded.  He conjured a
glass of juice from the food cabinet he kept in the corner, and handed it to
David.  "Here, drink this.  It'll help you.  We'll take a break until you
recover a bit.


"Of course, you understand, what you
just did is pretty useless, because it took so much of your energy.  Only when
you can do that as second nature is it of any real use to you.  That's the part
that will take another few months.  Tell me, what are your plans for the
summer?"


"I'm not sure yet.  Mostly it depends
on what happens with my citizenship exam."


"Do you anticipate having a problem
with that?"


"No, but that doesn't mean I won't
be surprised."


"True.  But, assuming you do gain
citizenship, then what?"


"Then, I'll probably need to find
myself a place to live.  Currently, I have no actual home, other than my dorm
room, and that's not available during the breaks."


Prof. Blackstone nodded.  "Not to
pry, but didn't you used to stay with Prof. Stott?"


"Yes, but since we finished up our
apprenticeship, I haven't seen much of her.  I certainly wouldn't want to
impose upon her for housing."


Prof. Blackstone smiled.  "Somehow,
I don't think she'd mind.  But I see your point.  Anyway, if at all possible,
I'd like us to continue some work throughout the summer.  If not, I'll try to
give you some tasks to perform while you're off on your own, so that you can
continue to progress, and, more importantly, not fall out of practice."


David nodded.  After taking a sip of his
juice, David asked, "Professor... can I ask a question?"


"Sure."


"Does conjuring leave a trace?"


"A magical trace, you mean?"


"Yeah."


"Depends on the level of the
conjure.  For a truly complex conjure, certainly.  For something
simple..."  The professor shrugged.  "What kind of conjure would we
be talking about?"


"Say I conjured this box into and
out of a room from the outside."


"Ah.  That would not leave a trace
sufficient for anyone to notice after a couple minutes.  The conjure is much
too small.  If you were standing right there, you could sense it for a minute
or so, but after that, it would just be drowned out in the background noise of
Dugerra's magical field.  Why are you asking?"


"Trying to help out a friend. 
Someone is doing things to try to get her into trouble, and I was wondering if
there was a way to track them down from their actions."


"I'm afraid not.  It would take a
complex conjure, indeed, to last more than a few hours.  Most conjuring traces
would fade in a matter of minutes."


"Well, damn.  It was worth asking
about, anyway."


"Always," Prof. Blackstone
agreed.  "How are you feeling now?"


"A bit better."


"Do you think you can proceed?"


"Yeah."


"Well, let's get to it, then."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"So, any luck with your thief
hunt?" Zyla asked as she set David's plate in front of him.  David was
visiting the Garibaldis for the weekend, just to get away from school.


"Not really.  We've narrowed it
down, but the clues don't seem to be telling us much," he said.


"Investigations can be like
that," Joe told him.


"So, how do you figure it out?"
David asked him seriously.


"Play for breaks.  Wait for the
jackass to make a mistake."


"That's causing an awful lot of harm
to others while I twiddle my thumbs," David objected.


"Maybe, but there's not really
anything else you can do."


"Yeah.  So far our sting operation
isn't yielding results."


"Sting operation?" Zyla asked.


David explained Susan and the necklace to
them.


"It's a good thought," Joe said
in approval.  "It might not work, but it's still a good thought.  You've
got to try all the angles.  I assume you've gotten whatever clues you have come
up with, analyzed?"


"Yeah, Seth has sent stuff to your
lab.  We've found some dirt, and a hair.  How hard would it be for you to teach
me the fingerprint-revelation charm?"


"It's not difficult.  Have you not
been looking for fingerprints?"


"Neither of us knows the charm. 
Besides, you guys didn't find any at the first few, so..."


Joe nodded.  "Remind me after
dinner, and I'll show you how to do the spell.  It's really an easy one."


"Good.  Right now, easy is welcome. 
Nothing else has been easy lately, so..."


"Classes getting to you?" Zyla
asked, concerned.


"No... I mean, they're tough, but
I'm managing.  But my apprenticeship has been a struggle for the last few
months, and the damned thefts not getting any resolution... plus I lost my
training time with Prof. Qwellyn because she didn't feel comfortable with me
anymore... and to top it all off, Cat's husband is being a fucknuts again...
oh, sorry, Zyla."


Zyla waved off the language as
unimportant.


"Speaking of that," David said,
turning to Joe, "I wonder if I could ask you for a favor."


"You can ask..." Joe said.


"The Child Safety Board is
investigating Cat," David said.


"I can't interfere in their
investigation," Joe said.  "Even the Rimohr who is with them has to
follow their orders.  He's only there to make the arrests that might be
necessary."


"I know, I asked Prof. Burke about
it.  He's my GovOps teacher.  Anyway, I just wondered if you could check and
see what the status of her case is.  The last time I was there, they threatened
to take the kids away if things didn't improve.  I'm just wondering how far
they actually are from that point."


Joe pressed his lips together, then
nodded.  "I'll see what I can do, but I make no promises that they'll tell
me anything.  Do you know the name of the Rimohr who's working with them?"


"Norton."


"Oh, him."


"Yeah.  He seems a bit of a
prick."


"You could say that."


"Tell me, Joe, are you and Vivian
the only two pleasant officers in the Rimohrs?"


Zyla giggled, and Joe blushed. 
"Now, that's not fair.  You got along with Bill.  And Agent Wilson didn't
give you a hard time."


"Okay, granted, but you know what
I'm saying.  Toscani, and Reed, now Norton... the Rimohrs seem to have an
almost institutional attitude problem."


"And you've hit on the right
word," Joe agreed.  "Institutional.  Part of the Academy training is
to build a Rimohr's confidence.  But in a lot of people, that immediately turns
to an arrogant disregard of everyone else who isn't a superior officer."


"Those people should be
disqualified," David said.


"There aren't enough cadets to do
that."


"If you did that, there would
be," David replied.


"How do you figure that?"


"Improve the agency's reputation,
and you'll have more people willing to be agents.  Right now, the overall
perception of the Rimohrs is a bunch of thugs with official backing.  They're
about as well loved as the IRS."


"IR..." Joe started.  David cut
him off.


"The tax collector."


"Ah," Joe said, nodding. 
"Well, as I told you years ago, the new commissioner is trying."


"He needs to try harder."


Joe said, with a grin, "I'll let him
know you think so."


David chuckled at that.


"Anyway, I will talk to someone in
the CSB, and see how things are going."


"David," Zyla said, trying to
be careful how she phrased her question, "Are you sure that Cat is not
a threat to her children?"


"I've spent enough time with Cat to
know her personality, and how she lives.  Yes, I'm quite sure that the things
that have happened lately are things that have been done to her, and not
things that she has done, or allowed to happen."


"Okay.  I didn't want to imply
anything, I just didn't want you to get in trouble by associating with someone
who actually was guilty."


"I appreciate the concern, but trust
me, Garrett and Angela are perfectly safe with their mother."


Zyla nodded.


"I know you and her were dating at
one point, but doesn't she have a new guy now?" Joe asked.


"Yeah.  Ben."


"So... why are you still
involved?"


"Because I promised to keep looking
out for her.  She needs... well, what she really needs is for Ben to step up
and deal with things, but since that isn't happening, what she needs is a big
brother to look out for her."


"A bit of a strange way to describe
it, since you are over a decade younger than her," Joe pointed out.


David grinned.  "Well, I'm a big
brother... spiritually."


Even Zyla laughed at that joke.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~






















	
	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 4


Chapter 11: April


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Still no luck?" Prof.
Zoroaster asked David.


"No.  I don't get it.  Why can't I
see anything relating to these thefts?  They happen in the future..."


Prof. Zoroaster smiled.  He was allowing
his students a refresher day, to keep up with their other divination skills,
before he started a new section in the text.  David was, of course, using his
crystallomancy to try to find out who the thief was.


"A couple of reasons, David.  First,
you're emotionally invested in the situation, and, as you know, that will make
things harder for you, not easier.  Second, you have no specific target in
mind, and that increases the difficulty quite a bit.  It is also possible that
you're up against anti-divination magic which would be resisting your attempts
to learn about things."


"But I would notice that, wouldn't
I?"


"Probably.  It takes an incredibly
good impediveur to be able to block divination in a way that is unnoticeable,
but there are a few.  In this case, it's probably unlikely, but it's still a
possibility.  Did you see anything at all?"


"Only that your class is about to be
interrupted," David said.


"Oh?"


Just then, there was a knock at the
door.  Prof. Zoroaster looked at David.  "Cute."  Raising his voice,
he said, "Come in."


Seth stuck his head in and said,
"Sorry, Professor.  I need David's help, I'm afraid."


"So he said," Prof. Zoroaster
replied with a grin.  "David, good luck.  I hope you find something
useful."


"Thanks, Professor."


David got up and joined Seth in the
hallway.


"Where to this time?" David
asked.


"Pegasus Dorm.  First floor,"
he said.


"So, unless this is a copycat, it
breaks that pattern," David said.  He stuck a pixie stick in his mouth as
they walked.


"Yes."


"You talked to them yet?"


"No."


Seth and David didn't talk much on their
way to the dorm room.  When they arrived, four girls were clustered around a
door, which was open.  They all turned at the sound of the approaching pair.


"Good afternoon, girls.  You are the
residents of this room?" Seth asked.


The girls all nodded.


"Tell us what happened, if you
would," Seth told them politely.


Of the four girls, one was somewhat
heavy.  She was the one who spoke.  "We were all gone to class, and other
things, for the afternoon.  No one got back until a half-hour ago.  That was
Mattie.  When she saw that her jewelry was missing, she called all of us.  Once
we'd figured out it was the thief, we called you."


"What are you all missing?"
Seth asked.


The heavy girl said, "Mattie's
missing some old jewelry.  I'm missing a silver wall decoration.  Cassie lost a
small potions set, and Jade's hair combs are gone."


"Hair combs?" Seth asked.


"They were made of dragon
bone," Jade explained.  "Very expensive.  They were a gift from my
mother on getting into Woodward.  They were very proud of me."


Seth nodded.  David asked, "Of all
the items that were taken, were any of them seen in public recently?"


"What do you mean?" the heavy
girl asked.


"Well, like the jewelry.  Were you
wearing any of it in the last week or so?" he asked Mattie.


"I never wear it.  It's too
precious, and I'm afraid of breaking it."


David nodded.  "The wall decoration,
I assume, stayed put."  The heavy girl nodded.  "The potions set...
the combs... did they ever leave this room?"  There were negative shakes
of the head.


"Have you had anyone in your room
recently?"


"A couple classmates," Jade
confirmed.  "But mostly, it's just us."


"Can you give us the names of anyone
who's been in here in, say, the past week?" Seth asked.


The girls rattled off the names of five
people.  None of them was on their suspects list.


"Okay.  We're going to investigate
your room now.  We'll let you know if we find anything."


As Seth and David entered the room, David
muttered, "Another pattern broken.  I'm beginning to wonder if this is a
copycat."


"If he is, he's a lot better than
Aaron.  It seems like the same method of entry was used... whatever the hell
that was."


David grunted.  The two investigators
worked their way through the rooms, but found nothing of any significance.


"Well, damn.  Nothing here,"
Seth said.


"We have one more thing to
try," David told him.


"Oh?"


David pulled out his wand and cast the
fingerprint-revelation spell.  Suddenly, there were bright yellow splotches all
over the room.


"What the hell?" Seth asked.


"I asked Mr. Garibaldi how to do
this.  Maybe we'll find a fingerprint that's out of place.  This could take a
while, though."


"How long do we have to look?"


"A couple hours."


"Oh, okay.  Well, let's get to
it."


The two examined the fingerprints, most
of which were too smudged, or too partial, to be of any use whatsoever.  Those
fingerprints which were clear, they transferred magically onto index cards,
which Seth carried in abundance.  Once on the card, the fingerprint turned from
yellow to black.


By the time they were finished, they had
about thirty different fingerprints to check out.  They called the girls in,
one at a time, and, using another spell that David had gotten from Mr.
Garibaldi, they were able to fingerprint the girls on sheets of parchment. 
Having done that, they quickly ruled out all of the fingerprints, save one.


"This is the only one we don't have
a match for," David said, holding up the card.


"Seems kind of small," Seth
said.


"It does.  Maybe it's a pinky."


"Seems small, even for that,"
Seth objected.


David didn't argue the point.  "You
think we're looking for someone smaller than a normal human?  A dwarf or a
gnome?"


"There are no gnomes at Woodward. 
You know that," Seth told him.


"True, but there are dwarves.  Or,
hate to say it, it could be a child..."


"Who knows how to break in?" 
Seth scoffed.


"Perhaps an accomplice," David
offered.


"Maybe, but I don't consider that
option too likely.  Kids talk too much."


David chuckled.  "True.  Well, it
gives us one more piece of information.  We're looking for a small person with
light brown hair."


"Shit, that reminds me!  I never
told you that the Rimohr lab did get back to us.  That hair was probably not
human.  They couldn't make determinations about other races, though."


"So maybe we are looking for
a dwarf."


"Maybe.  I'll look into it.  If you
do it, it might look like racism."


David snorted.  "Whatever."


The two turned back to the girls.  Seth
said, "Well, our thief slipped up enough to give us a fingerprint.  It
gets us one step closer."


"David, do you actually think you're
ever going to find this guy?" Cassie asked.


"Sooner or later.  He's been giving
us clues in the last few.  Sooner or later, we'll have enough to nail him.  I
just hope we can recover the items he's stolen when we do."


Cassie nodded.


"We'll let you girls get back to
your schoolwork."


"Hey!  What about all these yellow
fingerprints?"


David said, "They'll fade in a
little while on their own."


"Oh.  Okay."


"We'll keep you informed if we find
anything," Seth said.  With that, he and David left.


"You still think it's a
copycat?" Seth asked.


"I'm not sure.  The level of skill
says no.  But he broke his two main patterns with this one.  That has to be
important, somehow."


"Keep thinking on it.  If you come
up with anything, let me know.  I'll do the same."


"Right.  See ya."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Now, creating a bolt is no harder
than creating the ball.  It will take a different thought process, is
all," Prof. Rutherford said.  "You'll have to think of a more
constant stream of... yes, what is it, Professor?"


Cat had stepped into the back of the
room.  She was clearly looking dismayed.  "Professor," she said,
"I hate to interrupt, but could I borrow David for the rest of the class? 
It's..."


Prof. Rutherford didn't even let her
finish.  "David, go.  Come see me later to get notes for the class."


"Yes, ma'am."  David packed up
his books, conjured them away, and then hurried out into the hall, where Cat
was waiting.


"What's the matter?" David
asked as they hurried down the corridor.


"The school called me.  Apparently,
Garrett has bruises all over his body.  The principal is waiting at my
apartment with Garrett, and he has called the CSB."  Cat's voice was
shaky, and it was clear that she was barely holding herself together.  David,
not concerned with appearances, reached out and took her hand.  She accepted it
gladly, and the two moved quickly out of Hughes Hall, and across the terrace.


It didn't take them too long to make it
back to Cat's apartment, where Garrett was waiting.  Angela had also been
brought home.


"Mom!" Garrett called out,
trying to go to her, but the principal kept hold of the boy.


"What's the meaning of this?"
Cat demanded.


"You cannot be trusted near this
boy.  Step away," the principal said archly.


David stepped right up to the principal,
leveling one of his best undead gazes at the man.  "Let go of the child,
now," he said.  His look conveyed a great many layers of malice.  The
principal shuddered involuntarily, and his hand left Garrett's shoulder. 
Garrett immediately ran to his mother.  "Pay close attention to the boy's
behavior," David said.


"Beaten children often attach to
their abusive parent," the principal sniffed.


"But rarely do they struggle so hard
to get to them."  David didn't bother finishing the conversation, but
instead, turned away, to go over to Cat and Garrett.  He patted Garrett on the
shoulder, and the boy looked up at him.


"Come talk to me for a second,
okay?" David asked.  Garrett looked at his mother, who nodded, and then
Garrett let go of her, walking a few paces away with David.


David knelt down, to be closer to
Garrett's level.  He asked, "How did you get the bruises?"


Garrett shook his head in confusion. 
"I don't know!  I just looked down when I came in from recess and there
they were!"


"Okay.  Can I see them?"


Garrett lifted up his shirt.  The bruises
on his chest were nasty looking.  The bruises on his arms, which were the only
visible ones, were just as ugly, but smaller.  David used his wand to take a
picture of the bruises, and then he let Garrett put his shirt down.


"Did you see or talk to anyone new
today?" David asked Garrett.


"No."


"No one hanging around the
playground at recess or anything?"


"No.  I mean, I didn't see
anyone."


David nodded.  "Okay."


"Is Mom going to be in trouble?  She
didn't hit me, Uncle David.  I swear!"


"I know that," David told him. 
"It's just someone trying to get her in trouble again."


"You mean Dad."


David sighed, and nodded.  He put his
hand on the boy's shoulder and smiled at him.  "I need to go deal with the
adults now.  Why don't you go play with your sister?"


"Okay."


David turned and went back to the
principal.  Ben arrived at that point.  Cat explained things to him, and David
watched him visibly shrink from it.  David shook his head, and turned to the
principal.  At that point, the usual CSB agents showed up with their pet Rimohr
in tow.


"Just what is it you're accusing her
of?" David demanded of the principal.


"She obviously beat her
son," the man replied, showing as much condescension as possible.


"With what, a sledge hammer?  The
bruise on his chest could not have been delivered by hand."


"Because you're an expert on injury,
right?" one of the CSB agents asked snidely.


In response, David pulled open his shirt,
to expose the scar on his chest.  "Yeah, I know a thing or two about
it."  The CSB agent, David was gratified to see, paled significantly. 
"The bruise is circular.  Not just round, but perfectly circular.  It
could not have been delivered by anything organic like a hand, or a foot. 
Clearly it wasn't delivered by a belt, cane, or whip.  So, again, what did she
hit him with?  Likewise, the bruises on his arms are virtually perfect
circles.  People don't bruise like that."


"And you expect us to believe
you?" the other CSB agent asked.  "You're clearly trying to protect
her."


"And you're clearly trying to
convict her, rather than trying to find the truth," David shot back. 
"Would you like me to get the Academy's healer down here, to tell you what
a jackass you're being?  Just look at the kids.  Do they look at all distressed
to you?  Garrett's only desire, when we got here, was to go to his mother. 
He also assured me that she has never hit him."


"Then what does he say about how he
got the bruises?" Agent Norton asked.


"He says he has no idea where they
came from.  He first noticed them when he came in from recess."


"So you're going to suggest he,
what?  Fell off the jungle gym?"


"I haven't the faintest clue how he
got them.  Given their apparent severity, I doubt he could have obtained them
naturally without noticing."


"So, what then?" one of the CSB
agents asked.


"I'm thinking they were magically
planted."


"Back to this again?" the CSB
agent asked.


"Well, given that this is what the
evidence points to, when you're not busy trying to convict the parent, yes,
it's the idea I'm going to stick with."


The other CSB agent said, "Mrs.
Arpilla, we are going to have to inspect your apartment again.  It's
regulations: if we come out, we have to do an inspection."


Cat nodded, and went over and opened the
door.  Everyone went inside, and they sat in the living room.  Cat and the kids
sat on the couch.  Ben sat in a chair.  David stood, leaning against the couch.


"Any thoughts, David?" Ben
asked.


"I've got to figure out how to catch
Elliot doing this."


"David!" Cat said in a harsh
whisper, then looked back and forth to the two kids.


"It's not like they don't know,
Cat."


Cat just closed her eyes and shook her
head.  "But you're talking about hurting their father."


"No... hurting him would be more fun
than what I have to do," David said.


Cat shook her head at that, and kept her
peace.


In a short while, one of the CSB agents
came back into the room.  "Whose is this?"  The man was holding up a
white ceramic jar.


"Mine," Ben said.  "So
this is where I left it."


"What is it?" Cat asked.


"This is a substance called Unicorn
Horn on the street.  This jar is worth four or five thousand granas.  Do you
have any idea what this substance does to people?  Maybe we were looking at the
wrong adult..."


Ben stood up.  "I have a license to
possess that material."


"A license?  For an illegal
substance?" the other CSB agent scoffed.


"It's not illegal.  It's a controlled
substance," Ben corrected in a slightly whiny tone.  "On the street,
it's Unicorn Horn.  In my trade, it's referred to as Rainbow Glaze.  It's used
to give an iridescent sheen to things like statues and pottery."


"If this is for your work, why is it
here, in her apartment?"


"Because, as you point out, that jar
is worth five thousand granas on the street.  I can't afford to replace it if
it gets stolen.  I brought it here for safe keeping."


"And why is it still here, in
the middle of your work day?" the CSB agent asked.


Ben shrugged.  "Because I forgot to
take it back to work with me.  I don't need it for another several days."


The agent shoved the jar into Ben's
hands.  "Get it out of the apartment, and keep it that way."


"Are you people satisfied now?"
David asked.


"Hardly," the CSB agent
replied.  "There is still the issue of the bruising."


"My mother did not hit
me!" Garrett shouted, standing up.  "Nobody did!  I don't know where
the bruises came from!"


David put his hand on Garrett's shoulder
to restrain him.  "You want to try a truth potion on him?  Maybe see if
you can't get him to confess that his mother is trying to kill him?"


"No one accused her of that,"
Agent Norton objected.


"Look at the location of the bruise
on his chest," David said.  Garrett lifted up his shirt, so they could see
it.  "Anyone who would have physically caused a bruise that bad, in
exactly that spot, would have risked stopping Garrett's heart from the
impact."


"You're making a very nice case for
us, Mr. Stroud," the other CSB agent said, making notes.


David shook his head.  "Do you
actually think she was trying to kill her son?  Is your head buried that far up
your ass?  And, if she's so dead set on hurting Garrett, why does Angela not have
a single bruise on her?"


"She has a favorite,
obviously," he replied.


"No, as a matter of fact, I've seen
no sign of favoritism from her.  Their father, on the other hand, does
prefer Angela to Garrett."


"So, you think he did this, even
though no one has seen him near her in months."


"Just because no one saw him,
doesn't mean he hasn't been here."


"Right," the man replied
dubiously.


"Are you taking my kids away?"
Cat asked fearfully.  Both of the children pulled back, trying to hide behind
her, even though she was sitting on the couch.


The lead CSB agent closed his notebook. 
"Without clear evidence that you're the one who gave him the bruises, we
can't do so on our own authority."


"What?" the principal said. 
"That child has been beaten!"


"Probably," the agent said. 
"But the child doesn't back that up, his behavior doesn't back that up,
and even if he has been beaten, we have no proof she did it.  Now, while his
behavior is consistent with a small group of abused children, it is also
consistent with non�-abused children.  In short, we don't have enough
evidence to act without a magistrate's order."


Turning back to Cat, the agent said,
"An order we will be pursuing the very next time we are called out here,
Mrs. Arpilla.  The only reason I'm not doing it now is because the issue is,
right now, too muddled, and the magistrate would probably not issue the order. 
But one more call, and I'll push for it.  Stop what you're doing here and
straighten up your act, Mrs. Arpilla.  I don't want to have to come back out
here."


David showed the men to the door.  Agent
Norton was the last to leave, and he hung back.  Turning to David, he said
quietly, "You really don't think she's guilty, do you."  It was not a
question.


"I know she's not guilty,
Agent Norton.  Catherine Arpilla is not even capable of what she's being
accused of.  Her husband is trying to get the kids taken away from her, and
apparently, doing a pretty good job.  Aided, of course, by the sheer
incompetence of the agents in charge of the investigation."


Agent Norton bristled.  "I have done
my best to..."


David interrupted him.  "I said the
agents in charge, Agent Norton.  I'm well aware you have no actual
authority over the investigation itself."


"Garibaldi said you were
smart," Norton said, confirming something David had suspected.  "The
best thing you can do is figure out a way to get her husband to stop what he's
doing.  Or find a way to catch him in the act."


"I know."


"Good luck."


"Thanks."  As Agent Norton went
to join the CSB agents, David stuck a pixie stick in his mouth, and then went
back into the apartment.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Hey, Angela," David said.  It
was Saturday, now, and the incident with Garrett was a few days behind them. 
David had decided to come visit, to see how things were going, and to see if
they could think up a way to get Elliot off Cat's back.


"Hey, Uncle David," Angela
said.  She was clearly happy to see him, but her voice was subdued.


"What's the matter?" he asked
her.


"Mom," Angela said.


"What about her?"


"She's been crying all day.  I don't
know why."


David nodded.  He put his hand on
Angela's shoulder, and squeezed gently.  "I'll talk to her."


"Don't bother knocking," Angela
told him.  "Just go in.  She won't answer the door, anyway."


David smiled.  "Okay.  Thanks."


David went into the apartment, and his
first stop was the living room.  Cat was not there, so he figured the next
logical place to look was her bedroom.  He found her there, sitting on her bed,
facing away from the door.  He knew this was to hide her tears from her
children.  Obviously, she wasn't doing a very good job of that.


David walked over, and then sat down on
the bed beside her.  As soon as he wrapped his arm around her shoulders, she
collapsed against him, sobbing silently.  He held onto her, rocking gently to
try to soothe her nerves.  For the longest time, they stayed that way, without
words.  David just let her get out whatever emotions needed release.


Finally, Cat sat up.  David let her go,
but kept his hand on her back, rubbing lightly to keep her encouraged.  She
wiped her eyes with a tissue, and blew her nose.


When he felt she was able to talk, David
asked, "What's the matter?"  He expected to hear about some new
torment that Elliot had dreamed up.


"Ben left me," she said.


David closed his eyes and sighed.  When
he opened them again, he asked, "Why?"


Cat shook her head.  "I'm not really
sure.  He just said he couldn't deal with things anymore, that he was sorry,
but he and I couldn't be together."


David pressed his lips together. 
"You figure he's in his shop today?"


"Probably.  Or in his apartment
above the shop, why?"


"I'm going to go have a little chat
with Ben."


David... what are you going to do?"


David looked at her.  "I'm going to
get a straight answer."


-----


The door to Ben's shop was open, despite
the "Closed" sign in the window.  David walked in and knocked loudly
on the door jamb.


"Sorry, I'm closed today," Ben
called out, not turning to face David.  Ben was working at a statue, chiseling
off small pieces to carve in some fine details.


"Then you won't be able to claim you
don't want to talk in public.  Good," David said.


Ben turned at the sound of David's
voice.  He looked scared.


"David," Ben said, trying to
remain calm.  "I'm pretty sure I know why you're here."


"So?" David asked.


"So... what?" Ben replied,
confused.


"So why did you dump her? 
Especially now, when she needs you the most?"


"David, there's a good reason I'm a
sculptor.  I don't deal with conflict well.  In my trade, you don't have
conflict.  You apply your tools to the stone or the clay, and you produce what
is desired.  There are mistakes, but not conflicts.  All this stuff with
Elliot, and the CSB, and then especially when they accused me... I can't handle
that.  And what I've seen from Cat is that this is what her life consists of:
drama.  I'm not up for forty or fifty years of that."


"So, rather than ride it out until
we found an answer to the problem of Elliot, you're just going to abandon her
when she needs you most."


"She doesn't need me," Ben
said.  "She's got you."


David flinched.  "Ben, Cat is not cheating
on you."


Ben put down his tools.  "I know
that.  That's not how I meant it."


"Well, then I'm not sure exactly how
you did mean it.  You are her emotional support, her comfort.  You're
her partner."


"All of which, with me out of the
way, you can easily provide for her.  Better, in some cases.  I'm certainly no
help when it comes to Elliot."


"Ben, I don't love Cat."


"Oh, yes you do," Ben said. 
David raised his eyebrows.  "Maybe you're not in love with her, maybe you
don't want to settle down with her, but you love her, just the same.  There's
no way you would go through all the crap you've been through for her if you
didn't."


David shifted uncomfortably.  "Okay,
I guess, as a good friend, yes, in some fashion, I love her in that
way.  But that isn't what she needs.  She needs a true partner."


"Maybe so.  But that person isn't
me.  She needs someone with a strength I don't possess.  And I'm not going to
make myself miserable by failing over and over again to provide her with that
strength."


"You couldn't have at least waited
until this issue was resolved?"


"You have no idea if or when it will
be resolved, David," Ben said.  "I can't wait for the possibility
that things will work out."


"So.  One thing's for sure."


"What's that?" Ben asked.


"Whether or not I love her, You
sure as hell don't."


Ben stared at him for a long moment, then
turned and picked up a rag.  "No, I guess I don't.  Not enough, anyway. 
Not as much as you do."  He turned back to David.  "So, now what? 
You warned me about hurting her months ago, so what are you going to do to me
now?"


"Nothing."


"Nothing?  You're just going to walk
away?"


"I've got too many other things
going on right now, and, quite frankly, you're simply not worth the
effort."


Ben frowned, and then turned back to his
statue and started work again.


As David turned to go, Ben said,
"Tell Cat I'm sorry."


"You certainly are," David
agreed, and walked out the door.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David had gone back and talked to Cat
after seeing Ben, and he'd spent most of the rest of the day with the family. 
He had promised that he would also come back the next day, but he had a task he
had to do down in Bolmont, first.  Thankfully his glidecar was still in perfect
working condition, and it got him there in no time.


Despite being a Sunday, Elliot Arpilla
was at work.  In Dugerra, working on a Sunday was not uncommon, even for
businessmen.  They often took odd days off, to fit their whims.  The pace of
business wasn't so hectic in Dugerra that it impacted things severely.  He
worked in a four-story building, which was the second-tallest building in the
city.  David took the stairs up to the third floor, where Elliot's office was
found.


David entered the outer office, where
Elliot's secretary sat.


"Hello, can I help you?" she
asked politely.


"Is he in there?" David asked.


"Yes, but he's in a meet- hey, you
can't go in there!"


"Watch me," David said.  On the
off chance that the door was locked, David faded to ghost form and walked right
through it.  He found Elliot talking about some deal or other with some other
man.


"What the-" Elliot said, and
then he recognized David.  "Oh, joy."


David faded back to solid form as he
walked across the office.  The other man had turned to look when Elliot made
his outburst, and as David approached the desk, the man kept his eyes focused
on David.  Once David got to the desk, he turned and stared at the man.


"Leave," David said.  The man
thought to argue with this arrogant young man, but as David continued to glare
at him, he felt his insides slithering as if they were suddenly made of
snakes.  David's gaze was so insanely uncomfortable that the man bolted from
his chair, standing five feet away from David and not looking at him.


"Uh, Elliot... we can continue
this... after your guest has gone.  I'll be out with Charlene."


The man left the room and closed the door
behind himself.  With that, David turned to face Elliot.


"What do you want?" Elliot
demanded.  "You're interrupting my day."


"What I want is to feed your liver
to my friend's cave dragon.  Unfortunately, that is frowned upon.  I warned you
about messing with Cat.  I'm quite sure you remember what happened the last
time I had to step in.  Has the Business Board stopped coming around yet?"


"No, you motherfucker!  And I don't
know what you're talking about with Cat."


"Don't lie to me, Elliot.  I'm
taking ADT.  I know when you're lying."


Elliot paled.  Even though David hadn't
even bothered checking by using his divination, it was clear now to anyone that
Elliot was, in fact, lying.


"You can't prove anything,"
Elliot sneered.


"This is true, which is why there
isn't a Rimohr standing with me.  But do you really think I need the Rimohrs to
deal with you?  There are worse things than wizard prison, Elliot."


"You can't threaten me!" Elliot
demanded.


"Why not?" David asked
reasonably.


"I... I'll have you arrested!"


"With what proof?" David
replied.


Elliot stammered.  "I will have my
children back!" he finally snarled.  "That bitch has no right
to keep me from them!"


"Cat isn't the one keeping you from
them.  The magistrate is.  Now, I am.  If I catch you, you're going to
regret it, big time.  Do you understand?"


"If you touch me..."


David leaned down and stared deep into
the man's eyes.  That same gaze which had caused his guest to leave so quickly
now turned Elliot's innards to Jell-o.  "Do you understand?" David
said, his voice deep and quiet, a certain calmness infusing it with more menace
than shouting ever could.


"I understand that there's nothing
you can do," Elliot said finally.  "You touch me, and you'll
be in jail for months!"


"Who said anything about touching
you, Elliot?" David replied.  "I'm a demighost.  I can do things to
you no one will ever be able to prove.  Stay away from Cat, and the children,
or you and I will meet again.  When that happens, you won't like it."


David stood up again, and then turned to
go.  When he'd gotten halfway to the door, he said, "Have a nice
day."  With that, he faded out of the door again, this time completely
invisible, so they could never be quite sure that he'd actually left.


Elliot sat back in his chair and wiped
the sweat off his brow.  Despite his bravado in front of David, he was somewhat
scared of the man.


But not quite scared enough.


-----


David returned to Gorumshead, and he
spent the afternoon helping Cat with some minor projects around the house, as
well as spending some time with both of the kids.  After dinner and a couple
games, the kids were off to bed.  Cat and David sat on the couch together,
listening to some music and relaxing.


"You said you had to go somewhere
this morning.  Where did you go?" Cat asked.


"To have a little chat with
Elliot."


"You what?  David, that wasn't a
good idea.  If you hurt him, they will arrest you."


"Who said anything about hurting?  I
just told him that he'd better stop what he was doing, or he wouldn't like the
consequences."


"Do you really expect that to
work?"


"No," David admitted.


"Then why did you do it?"


"To buy me some time, I hope.  I
don't expect that it will stop him, but I am hoping he'll be nervous enough to
wait until his nervousness goes away.  That should give me at least a few extra
days.  I haven't yet come up with a way to catch him, so I need all the time I
can get.  I did come up with one suggestion, but I'm pretty sure you wouldn't
go for it."


"What is it?"


"Send the kids to stay with someone
else for a couple weeks."


"No chance," Cat said. 
"I'm not getting someone else mixed up in this mess."


David nodded.  "I didn't think you'd
go for it."


Cat sighed, and then said, "I'm
sorry to have to put this on you, David.  You know I'm hopeless when it comes
to dealing with Elliot, and Ben, bless him, does not have your skill with
conflict resolution."


"Or, apparently, conflict
endurance," David replied sourly.


"Now, come on," Cat said. 
"Let's not talk about him now.  I don't want to go through all that again
so soon."


"I'm sorry," David said.  He
took her hand and squeezed it in support, then let go.  Cat snuggled close to
him, and David wrapped his arm around her.  They sat like that for a while, not
talking.


Finally, Cat did move, sitting upright
and turning herself to face David.  He turned his head to look at her,
wondering what was on her mind.


"I have to admit, there is something
I've missed over the last year and a half."


"Hmm?" David replied, a bit
confused.


In response, Cat moved closer to him and
pressed her lips to his, running her hand softly along the side of his face. 
David quickly returned the kiss, and then Cat pressed her entire body against
him.  For a long moment, they stayed that way, their lips playing against each
other.  David turned his body, and then wrapped his arms around Cat, holding
her against him.


Finally, they broke their kiss.  David
could clearly see the intent in Cat's eyes.


"Now, just what are you thinking,
Professor?" David asked playfully.


Cat allowed herself to blush, in
embarrassment and arousal.


"I'm thinking we should probably
continue this in the bedroom," she said huskily.


David smiled, and then kissed her
briefly, before letting her go and standing up.  She stood with him, and they
made their way down the hall to the bedroom.  Cat closed the door as hastily as
she could without waking the kids, and then she moved to David.


"I know this may seem really sudden,
with Ben only gone a day," she said to David, "but I want to show my
gratitude for all your help, and since this is no longer off-limits..."


David smiled at her as he pulled her
close and kissed her again.  His hands roamed her lower back as their lips
entwined.  Meanwhile, her hands were working on the buttons of his shirt.  She
had the shirt undone quickly, and pushed it roughly off David's shoulders.  He
let go of Cat long enough to get rid of the shirt, and by the time he'd managed
that, she had his pants falling to the floor.  She was far more careful as she
got rid of his underwear, but soon enough, David was completely nude.


Cat's fingers encircled David's shaft,
softly stroking him until he was completely hard, which didn't take very long. 
When she knew he was fully ready, she stepped back.


"Sit on the bed," she said
quietly.


David sat down, and Cat knelt in front of
him.  He spread his legs to give her room, and she wrapped her soft fingers
around his prick again.  She licked around the head of his cock a few times,
but then she lowered her mouth onto him, taking as much of him in as she could
on her first try.  She paused for a moment, to take a breath, and then she
began to suck him in earnest, her head moving up and down rapidly as she applied
suction to his cock.


David was in heaven, and he simply closed
his eyes and let Cat do her work.  He was trying to think of difficult potions
recipes, in order to prolong his enjoyment, but he knew it wasn't going to
work.  Her lips felt so good against his shaft that he simply couldn't hold
out.


"Going to cum," he grunted.


"Mm-hmm," Cat acknowledged, but
did not stop anything she was doing.


In just a few more seconds, David came,
spewing his load deep into Cat's mouth.  She stopped moving at that point, but
kept up the suction.  She swallowed twice as he kept cumming, and didn't let
loose of him for a long moment after he had finally stopped.


When Cat did finally free him from her
pleasant grasp, she rose.  She enjoyed the look of satisfaction on David's
face, and she also saw the look of interest as she began to remove her own
shirt.  She neither rushed nor dawdled in the removal of her clothes.  She knew
that David would need a minute to recover, and she knew he'd enjoy watching her
disrobe during that time.


Finally, once her clothes were gone and
she stood before him naked, she moved over to him.  He wrapped his arms around
her and held her close to him, his head nicely resting between her breasts.  He
kissed the skin there, and she mewled.


After a short while, Cat stepped back
from him, and she knelt again.  She could see the curiosity in his eyes, but he
didn't say anything as she reached out and took his dick in her hand.  It was
fully soft, but she could feel it beginning to stiffen under her touch
already.  She knew that her lips would bring it to full staff much more
quickly.


Cat engaged David's prick once again,
bobbing rapidly on him.  In short order, his cock was just as hard as it had
been before, and fully ready to fill her up.


Cat let loose of David, and then she
moved to his side, crawling onto the bed and positioning herself in the middle
of it.  As David turned to look at her, she lifted her knees and spread her
legs, making it entirely clear what she wanted.


David moved onto the bed and between
Cat's legs.  He wasted no time, but positioned the head of his cock at her
opening, and slid easily into her hot, wet pussy.  Cat moaned deeply as she
felt him filling her.


When he'd buried his full length within
her, David paused, and then he leaned down, pressing his body against Cat's and
kissing her strongly on the mouth.  As they kissed, he began to move his hips,
sliding his cock in and out of her at a leisurely pace.  Their tongues mingled
as their bodies rocked back and forth.  Even after they broke their kiss and
David pushed himself up on his arms, he did not increase his pace very much. 
He looked into Cat's eyes, and saw how much she was enjoying their
love-making.  He saw no reason to change what was working.


As they coupled, David reached down to
fondle Cat's breast, tweaking her nipple every once in a while.  He could feel
her pussy twitch whenever he did that, and she would mewl at him.  Sensing that
she was approaching an orgasm, David sped up slightly, and changed the angle of
his penetration.  Cat moaned in approval, her hips rolling against him to help
him get as deep inside of her as possible.


In only a few more moments, Cat cried out
in pleasure, her body shuddering as her climax washed over her.  David slid
fully inside of her and stopped, waiting for her to be finished.  It took a
good long time before she was ready for him to continue.


When she was present again, she smiled up
at him.


"That was wonderful," she said.


"You think I'm done?" David
asked incredulously.


"Well, I was hoping not,
but..." Cat said with an impish smile.


David pulled slowly out of her pussy,
causing Cat to frown.  He said, "Roll over."


Cat smiled widely, and rolled onto her
stomach.  At David's direction, she put her knees under her, pushing her ass
into the air, while her head still rested on the mattress.  David moved in and
slid his cock home into her pussy with no trouble at all.


David wasn't slow and smooth this time,
however.  Instead, he grabbed hold of Cat's hips and began to thrust hard and
fast into her pussy.  Cat cried out in surprise and pleasure as David set her
pussy to tingling.  She began to push herself back as David thrust into her,
slamming his cock as deep into her cunt as it could possibly go.


The two continued to rut together this
way for long moments, as Cat's body rose toward its peak.  Finally, she buried
her head in a pillow and screamed out loudly, her voice not entirely
contained.  David continued to slam into her throughout her orgasm, and he only
stopped when she made it clear that it was too uncomfortable.  David carefully
withdrew from her, and sat beside her on the bed as her mind and body recovered
from her climax.


After a few minutes, Cat was able to
raise herself up on her arms, and she looked at David with the smile of a
well-fucked woman.


David motioned her over, and she
straddled his lap.  She was a bit surprised when, as she sank downward, he
positioned his cock to enter her.  She didn't object, however; she loved the
feel of him inside of her.


"I'd almost forgotten that this is
something else that you're much better at than Ben was."


David smiled at her, and kissed her for
the compliment.  He began to very slowly rock his hips, sliding his dick in and
out of her in short moves that were nevertheless slow and smooth.  David ran
his hands up Cat's body and began to fondle her breasts, cupping them and
running his hands over them.  She moaned softly at his touch.


"I did miss you, too," David
told her.  "But... you realize, all of our old problems are still
here."


Cat shook her head in confusion. 
"What old problems?"


"You're still not comfortable dating
someone so much younger, and I'm still not ready to raise kids."


Cat frowned for a second, but it was hard
to stay too upset, with how good David was making her feel.


"I know.  But, David... right now, I
need you.  I need your support, your determination.  I can't do this
alone."


"I know," David admitted.


"Please... for right now, can you be
mine, if only for a little while?  I won't even ask you to be monogamous."


"I will always be here for you,
Cat.  I just can't make any long-term promises about our relationship."


Cat kissed him passionately as they
continued to couple.  David's movements grew slightly faster, as he could feel
himself approaching his final orgasm.  Cat, sensing this, started to rock her
hips, arousing him more and driving herself toward climax, as well.


When it happened, the two of them came
together.  Cat moaned, "Oh, David..." as her pussy clamped down on
him as if it would never let him go.


The two sat, silent and unmoving, long
after David's cock slid from within Cat's pussy.  Finally, they moved just far
enough to slide under the covers, and drift off to sleep in each other's arms.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Hey, where you been all
weekend?" Flo asked.  "I came over to your room to ask you for some
help with Conjuring yesterday, but nobody'd seen you."


"Sorry," David said.  "I
had something to deal with off campus.  I was gone all day yesterday, and most
of Saturday."


"Something wrong?" Olissa
asked.  The three were walking toward their E&C class.  They were well
ahead of class time, so they were in no hurry.


"Nothing to worry about.  I was
helping out a friend."


"Hmm," Olissa said.


"What's that supposed to mean?"
David asked.


"Just trying to figure out which
'friend' it was.  Sam lives on campus someplace, so it wasn't her..."


David would have blushed, and Flo
giggled.


"What makes you think it was a
teacher?"


"Because if it was a student, you
wouldn't be so hesitant to tell us who it is."


David had to bow to that logic, but he
didn't say anything further.


"If I had to guess," Olissa
said, "I would think Prof. Arpilla.  She came and got you that day at
lunch during Spring Break."


Flo nodded, smiling at David.  "And
she seemed like she needed help."


"It'd be a good idea not to go
saying that to anyone else," David advised.


Flo snorted.  "Who am I going to
tell?"


"What's the big deal if you're
dating another teacher?" Olissa asked.  "I'm not sure anyone would
even notice, at this point."


"It's not whether or not we're
dating that's the issue.  It's the stuff I'm helping her with that doesn't need
to be made public."


"What's going on?" Flo asked,
lowering her voice conspiratorially.


Olissa paused, and said, "Does this
have something to do with why you became a reporter?"


"Yes," David replied. 
"The issue hasn't resolved itself yet, and I'm working to help her get
things squared away.  But her ex-husband is not making that easy."


Flo grew more serious.  "So her ex
is trying to take her kids away?"


"Yes.  And doing so by trying to get
her into trouble.  If the situation went public, it could be very uncomfortable
for Prof. Arpilla."


"So... last fall can't be the
first time you've gotten involved in her life," Olissa prodded.


"No, it's not."


"When, then?" she asked.


David winced.  "You were lying in a
coma at the time."


"That long?" Olissa
asked, dumbfounded.  "That's a couple years now!"


"It was when her husband threw her
out of the house.  I don't want to go into details.  She needed a friend, I was
available... sort of."


"Sort of?" Flo asked, curious.


"Well, I was supposed to be watching
over a sick friend at the time."


Olissa waved that off.  "But...
doesn't she have a boyfriend?  I thought I saw some guy walking with her, and
he wasn't a professor..."


"Had," David corrected. 
"And while he was around, I was not.  Well, until her ex started giving
her grief again.  I promised to help her fight him, so I had to get involved
again."


"So, let me get this straight,"
Flo said.  "You're working on your classwork, prepping for your
citizenship exam, trying to find the thief, and helping Prof.
Arpilla?"


"You left out my weapons-carry exam,
but yeah, that's about the size of it."


"No wonder you need multiple girlfriends. 
You're working yourself to death!"  Flo let that sit for just a second,
and then she turned a very interesting shade of purple.  "Um...  Awkward..."


David laughed at her and gave her a hug. 
"Don't worry about it, Flo.  But thanks for the concern.  I'll be
okay."


"You say so."


"You know," Olissa said, once
they started walking again, "thinking back on it, I did notice that your
attitude toward Prof. Arpilla was different after that.  It wasn't anything I
could put a finger on, but it was noticeable.  At least this explains your
change in behavior."


"Well, generally," Flo said to
her, "there's always a reason for a change in behavior."


David stopped dead in his tracks when Flo
said that.  He wasn't sure why; it wasn't a startling revelation, and he
couldn't connect it with anything for several seconds.  Finally, it clicked
into place.


The thief changed his behavior with
this last burglary.  So... what changed for him?  If we can find the change,
we'll be that much closer to catching the asshole.


Flo and Olissa were both staring at David
when he came out of his reverie.


"You okay?" Olissa asked,
concerned.


"Yeah, just had a thought that I had
to think through."


"Okay..." Olissa said, eyeing
him.  With that, the three carried on toward class.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"All right.  You're all doing well
with your attempts.  No need to say it, I can hear the objections already.  I
am aware that no one has achieved a proper emotion sensor.  You're not expected
to be able to do it right off.  This may take some time for you to truly grasp
all of the mechanics of making this function properly.  If you can even get
your cube to recognize just one emotion, it will be a real coup, at this point.


"Anyway, that's all for today. 
We'll pick this up again next week.  Feel free to practice on your own, but
don't push yourselves too much.  We've only got a few more weeks in the
semester, and you're going to need all your wits about you for the final exam. 
Have a good evening, and we'll see you next time."


As the class packed up and moved out,
David hung back.  Once the other students had left, David turned to Prof.
Zoroaster.


"Something I can do for you,
David?"


"I hope so, Professor.  I heard that
you were certified in divinatory recording."


"Among other things, yes."


"Well, I was wondering if you could
help me.  I have a divinatory recorder, but it's the... well, the civilian
model, which is open to tampering.  I was wondering if you could further
enchant it so that it is tamper-resistant.  I know that none of them are
tamper-proof, but I'm fighting someone who has used an anti-recognition
hex in the past.  Do you know how to 'upgrade' my recorder?"


"Yes, I do," Prof. Zoroaster
acknowledged.


"Um... I guess I should ask this...
Is it legal for me to possess one with the kind of blockbusting magic we're
talking about?"


"Oh, surely.  The reason they are
not sold to the public has more to do with cost than the law.  It is a very
difficult enchantment to perform."


"Oh.  Well, I was wondering, would
you be willing to add the enchantment to mine?"


"No," Prof. Zoroaster said.  He
waited just long enough to see the expected look of shock appear on David's
face.  "I will not enchant it for you.  I will, however, teach you how to
do it yourself."


"Oh.  But... um... if it's not done
by a certified diviner, then it's not acceptable in court..."


"I will certify your work, assuming
you do it right.  Do you have class now?"


"Yes, I have to be in Sword and
Staff in about thirty-five minutes."


"Hmm.  That's not long enough.  This
evening?"


David frowned.  "I guess I could
cancel my apprenticeship with Prof. Blackstone..."


"No, no.  How about tomorrow
evening, then?"


"I'm free then."


"Okay.  Come here tomorrow evening
at seven.  Expect this to take several hours."


"Yes, sir.  Thank you,
Professor."


"No problem, David.  David, do you
plan to continue on with Divination?"


"I thought there were no classes
after this one," David replied, confused.  "You're not asking me to
apprentice, are you?"


Prof. Zoroaster smiled.  "No, not
that.  In fact, there are no guilds for divination.  The subject is too...
well, subjective.  It's much too hard to determine mastery of the entire
spectrum.  What we have are some trade associations, and one government office,
which test and certify specific aspects of divination."


"Oh.  Well, then, if there are no
apprenticeships, and no more classes, how would I continue?  I guess I could
take some of the different forms..."


"As an upperclassman, you are
expected to do directed study.  This is work done outside of a class, where you
have meetings with a professor occasionally.  I choose to do them once a week. 
During that meeting, you ask questions, discuss your progress, and outline your
goals for the immediate future.  It allows you to pursue exactly the topics
that interest you most."


"Oh, I see.  I remember my friends
talking about something like that, but I didn't really grasp the importance of
it, I guess."


"I would like to see you continue on
with your divination studies.  Prof. Dartson and I both believe you're one of
our top three or four students right now."


"Well, I'm flattered.  I really
haven't made my plans for next year yet.  I've been too busy with everything
else.  But I will certainly give it serious thought."


"That's all I can ask.  I'll see you
tomorrow evening."


"Yes, sir.  Thank you again,
Professor."


"No problem."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David was sucking hard on his pixie stick
as he knocked on the door.  It was his second one since Cat's call.  Agent
Norton opened the door.


"We were expecting your
arrival," he said.  "Come on in."


David reached up and retrieved his
recorder before he entered the apartment.  When he did, the smell nearly
knocked him over.


"Ugh.  Once again, I'm glad I don't have
to breathe," David said.


"Right now, I envy you," Agent
Norton told him.


"I'm gathering that the claim this
time has something to do with that god-awful stench?"


"That stench," one of the CSB
agents said, "Is meat that has been rotting in this house for days."


"No, I don't think so," David
said.


"Oh?" the other CSB agent said
dubiously.


"Well, I was here on Sunday, and the
house was clean.  That smell didn't come from something only two days
old."


"Your testimony cannot be believed. 
You are clearly in a relationship with this woman," the first CSB agent
said.


David shrugged, then turned his back on
the men.  They looked abashed at suddenly being ignored.


David set his recorder down on the coffee
table, and opened the cover.  He wrote some instructions in the box, and
waited.


"What do you expect that to tell
us?" one of the CSB agents asked.  "It was a blur last time.  Surely,
even if someone was here, it will be a blur this time, as well."


"I've upgraded this recorder since
then," David replied.


Sure enough, the recorder soon showed a
strange man approach the front of the apartment.  Suddenly, a large box
appeared in his hands.  He set the box down, and then crouched over it.  For a
long time, he waved his hands back and forth.  It was difficult to see into the
box, so they couldn't be absolutely sure of what he was doing.  However, once
he was finished, he stood up and walked off, leaving the box on the front lawn.


"I didn't see a box out there,"
Agent Norton said.


"Neither did I," the CSB agent
agreed.


"And there's why," David said,
motioning to the playback, which showed one of the children from the complex
coming over and picking up the box, then carrying it off.


"That's Adam.  He lives
upstairs," Garrett told them.


"The man in the picture is not Mr.
Arpilla," Agent Norton said to David.


"A smart move on his part.  He hired
someone to do the job, or got one of his current employees to do it."


"Too bad you can't prove that,"
the CSB agent said.


"Yes, I can," Cat said. 
"The man's name is Jay Carney.  He's worked for my husband for years, as a
warehouse manager."


The CSB agent had little to say to that. 
David said, "Agent Norton, it's possible that you might be able to pick up
some trace of the conjuring done by Mr. Carney."


Norton shook his head.  "I don't
have that skill."


"How do we know that this isn't a
cleverly concocted lie?  You said you upgraded this device, which means its
images are suspect."


"The device has been certified by a
professional diviner.  His mark is on the back panel."


The CSB agent turned the recorder over,
to see Prof. Zoroaster's mark emblazoned prominently.  After that, he had nothing
to say to David.


"Well, this certainly does put
things in a somewhat different light," Agent Norton said.


"You think so?" the other CSB
agent asked dryly.


"Even you have to admit this event,
at the least, was clearly a frame job.  It also stands to reason that, given
the otherwise immaculate nature of this home, that the other instances were
most likely concocted, as well."


"Conjecture," the first CSB
agent snapped.


"Ed, you've got conjecture on the
brain.  Guess what?  Your job is to make a judgment call.  Now, unless you
expect her to actually abuse her children right in front of you, your entire
job is based on informed conjecture."


"I don't need you to tell me
how to do my job!" Ed snapped.


"You sure as hell need
somebody," David replied.


Ed wheeled on David.  "Now listen
here-"


"No, you listen!" David
shouted back.  "I'm sick and tired of listening to your bullshit.  You
talk about facts like they are the end all and be all of a case.  The fact is
that the facts in front of you are being faked.  You live in a world of
magic, and yet you act as if no one has the ability to make things appear to be
other than the truth!  How colossally fuck-headed do you have to be to
not understand the nature of what you're actually supposed to be doing?  You
try to shove your duty off onto the magistrate, and piously claim that what
you're doing is only collecting facts, and not making any judgment... except
that the very fact that you don't bring every case to a magistrate means that
you are making a judgment call!  You are formulating an opinion. 
You are engaging in conjecture, as you call it.  The problem is that you
are so fixated on the very specific facts of the incidents that you are
completely overlooking the surrounding facts of the situation in which the
incidents take place!"


"I'm confused," the other CSB
agent said.


"Look," David said, trying to
calm himself down.  "Okay, you've come out here several times, and each
time, something has been wrong.  Something you have been told about in detail by
an anonymous tipster.  Okay, so, yes, you have found what I guess would be
considered a violation.  But in each case, you failed to note that all
of the other indicators of child welfare were normal.  The apartment was
messy, but the children were well fed, adequately clothed, and in good health. 
Then, the apartment was full of bugs, but was perfectly neat and tidy.  You had
one child show injuries, which even he couldn't explain, but at the same
time, the apartment was completely clean and well kept, with the exception of
one jar of substance which had been accidentally left here.  I stipulate
that the jar of Rainbow Glaze was the only legitimate infraction you've
found.  This rotting meat is the only thing wrong in this house right
now.  Does this make any logical sense to you?  Is it reasonable that she would
leave exactly one thing wrong in her house, so you could catch it?"


Agent Norton tried to hide his smirk. 
"I was told you were sharp."


Ed said incredulously, "You believe
him?"


Norton said, "His argument is very
compelling.  Mostly, I want to go talk with Mr. Carney."


"What happens now?" Cat asked.


The other CSB agent said, "With
evidence of someone else planting this meat, we will have to do a further
investigation before we can make a determination.  However, if it turns out
that this recording is a fabrication, or that you had anything to do with this
meat, we will begin removal procedures."


"I understand," Cat said,
trying to keep her voice under tight control.


Norton said, "I'll need your
recorder.  It will be returned to you after we've made a copy of the
recording."


David nodded, and handed it over.  Cat
showed them to the door, and then she came back and collapsed in David's arms.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David and Flo had just emerged from the
lunch room when David was stopped by Kippy.


"David Stroud?" she asked out
of sheer habit.


"Nope.  Jacob Marley," David
replied.  Flo giggled, and Kippy raspberried David.  Once they'd both settled,
David asked, "What's the dean need today?"


Kippy said, "She'd like to see you
in her office when you have a free moment."


"On my way," David said, and
Kippy popped out of existence.  To Flo, David said, "I guess I'll see you
later."


Flo nodded and waved. 
"Toodles."


David made his way up to Beckett Hall,
and into the dean's office.


"Go on in," Tracy said, smiling
at him.  David nodded politely to her, and then knocked on the door, entering
when bidden.


"Good afternoon, David," the
dean greeted.


"Hey.  Kippy said you wanted to see
me."


"Yes.  I have some news for you. 
Also, I was asked to return this."  She handed over David's recorder.


David took it, and conjured it into his
Conjuring Room.  "Since you had that, may I assume your news has something
to do with Prof. Arpilla?"


Dean Lengel snorted.  "When was the
last time you called her that?"


David grinned.  "There's how I
address her, and what I call her to others," David said.


"Uh-huh.  Anyway, yes.  The Child
Safety Board has cleared Cat of any wrongdoing.  They had a long talk with Jay
Carney, and then with Elliot Arpilla.  Elliot's hearing is next Tuesday.  You
will need to be there.  I have already informed your instructors that you will
be absent."


"Oh.  Okay.  Where is the hearing
being held?"


"In Bolmont, at the courthouse, at
eleven o'clock.  You should probably be there a little early."


"Okay."


"And... on a personal note, I want
to thank you for helping out.  Cat has really needed your help over the last
several months, and, though you've not told me anything about what's been going
on, I know you've taken on quite a bit of extra work to try to make her life
easier."


"Well, it wasn't a school
matter," David explained.


Dean Lengel nodded.  "Not everything
we talk about has to be a school matter, but that's not the point.  The point
is you did something very honorable for her, and I want to thank you for
that."


"I did what needed doing,"
David replied.  "I got sucked into the middle of this mess a couple years
ago when Elliot threw her out of the house.  Ever since, I've felt the need to
look out for her."


"I'm sure she appreciates that.  And
it has allowed me to keep one of my instructors sane, and I appreciate that."


David chuckled.


"Anyway, I just wanted to say thank
you.  You have a way to get to Bolmont on Tuesday?"


"Yes, I have a glidecar."


"Oh, very nice.  The school doesn't
have any of those yet."


"I hope you don't get any,"
David admitted.


Dean Lengel looked at him strangely. 
"Why not?"


"Because I like pegs," he admitted.


Dean Lengel laughed.  "I doubt that
the glidecars will ever replace the pegs entirely.  Pegs can fly over
obstacles, after all."


"Good point."


"Good luck with the hearing."


"Thanks."  David turned to go,
but then he turned back.  "Emile, do you have a minute?  There's something
I'd like to discuss."


"Since you addressed me correctly, I
even have two minutes," she said with a smile, motioning him to sit down.


David sat, and then he said, "I've
been presented with an opportunity that I'm not sure I should take.  It would
mean more responsibilities for me... but it would also mean more prestige, plus
doing something I think is worthwhile."


"Okay... I can see why that would be
a tough choice to make.  Can you tell me the specifics?"


"Madame Abernathy has asked me to be
her co-petitioner in the formation of a Pegasus Riding Guild."


"Really," Dean Lengel said. 
"I didn't know she was thinking about such a thing."


"I think the results of this year's
Peg Riding Club have impressed upon her just how much more useful a riding
guild would be over one of the care guilds in taking care of the pegs.  One of
the things that's been made obvious over the last several months is that pegs
need to be flown.  They thrive best when they are being put to work.  Madame
Abernathy says that the peg herd here at the school is the healthiest it has
been in ages, and she believes it's due to the riding club."


Dean Lengel nodded in understanding. 
"It makes sense.  The pegs are one of the few companion creatures we use
in such a work role.  The other companion animals which are regularly cared for
by the animal caregivers such as Madame Abernathy are mostly familiars, and
they don't do work, they just advise their wizards.  So it does stand to reason
that the pegs perhaps ought to be treated differently.


"I'm not sure exactly how this is a
dilemma for you, however.  If you agree with what she's doing, what's the
issue?"


"As co-petitioner, I would also be
co-chair of the guild, in the beginning.  Madame Abernathy expects that we
would remain co-chairs for quite some time.  As a new guild, I imagine that
there would be a great deal of initial activity that would have to take place. 
We would have to find or build a guildhall, set down bylaws, get everything
accepted by the king, and then start to gain members, as well as finding pegs
to bond with..."


"I don't understand that last
part," Dean Lengel admitted.


"One of the things we've discovered
from the riding club is that pegs bond with their riders, and once bonded, they
really don't like to have other people on their backs.  They will accept them,
but they're not as happy about it."


"I would have thought you'd already
bonded with Cupcake," Dean Lengel said with a grin.


"Well... but Cupcake belongs to the
school," David said.


"I'm sure arrangements could be made
on that account," Dean Lengel said.  "But, back to the primary
issue.  You're concerned about the amount of work involved."


"Yes.  Since I'm still in the middle
of my schooling, I'm worried that I won't have the time necessary to devote to
the guild."


"Has Madame Abernathy filed any
paperwork yet?"


"No.  She's still waiting for my
answer."


Dean Lengel nodded.  "Then perhaps
what the two of you should do is to get all of this initial work done before
filing the petition.  In that way, there would be no time crunch, and you would
be able to devote whatever time to it that you could, without impacting your
schoolwork too much.


"On the other hand, given that you
start your directed studies next year, your time will not be nearly so rigidly
controlled.  If the riding guild is important to you, then you could, perhaps,
simply slow your progress in other courses in order to make time for it."


"I hadn't considered that.  But
wouldn't that hurt my schooling?"


"It would impact how much you've
learned by the time you leave here.  But, understand that there is no set
amount of information you have to learn through directed study.  So long as
your professors believe you are making appropriate progress, no one will
question things."


"Oh.  So, if I treated the riding
guild like a class..."


"Then you would - probably - do just
fine."


David nodded.  "Well, thank you for
talking with me.  It certainly gives me some more to think about."


"Good luck.  Oh... there was one
thing I'd like to ask you about, since we are now speaking personally..."


David sat back down.  "What's on
your mind?"


"I've noticed that you and Prof.
Qwellyn are no longer meeting for your training sessions.  I often saw the two
of you in the greenhouses together on Sundays... but no longer.  Prof. Qwellyn
wouldn't tell me what had happened.  Is there a problem?"


"Nothing you need to worry
over," David said.  "It's just a personal issue.  There was a growing
issue between us that, when we finally discussed it, it made things even more
uncomfortable.  It's one of those cases where talking about things only made
them worse."


Dean Lengel made a comment to David, but
he didn't hear her.  His mind was racing with a new thought.  Something had
just occurred to him, and his only hope was that his suspicion was misguided.


"David?" Dean Lengel asked.


David shook his head clear.  "I'm
sorry, my mind wandered.  What did you say?"


Dean Lengel smiled at him.  "I asked
if there was anything I could do to help with Prof. Qwellyn."


"No, but thank you for asking.  That
one's just going to have to work itself out.  Anyway, I should really let you
get back to work.  Thanks for the advice."


Dean Lengel nodded.  "Good luck with
everything."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Where are you off to?" Jim
asked David.  David was wearing his dress uniform, so it was clear he was up to
something.


"I have to go to a hearing in
Bolmont."


"For what?"


"I'd rather not say.  Someone else
you know is involved, and I don't want to spread any rumors."


"Uh... whatever.  Anyway, I gotta
get going.  Good luck on your hearing."


"Thanks," David said, settling
his coat on his shoulders.


After Jim left the room, Jailla said,
"You look nervous."


"I am.  I'm not sure exactly how
this hearing is going to go.  I'm not even sure what the hearing is really
about."


"We'll just have to see when we get
there," Jailla said.


"Actually, I don't want you to go
with me," David said.


"Oh?"


"No, there's something I need you to
do for me while I'm gone."  David explained on, letting Jailla in on his
suspicion, and what he wanted Jailla to do.  Once he'd finished explaining,
David asked, "Can you do it?"


"I can't guarantee anything, but I
can try," Jailla said.


David nodded.  "Okay, well, let's
get going, then."


-----


David arrived at the courthouse in
Bolmont at 10:30.  He parked his glidecar on a side street, and enacted a
repulsion charm, which would prevent anyone from getting into the glidecar.  He
straightened his coat, and then he walked over to the courthouse, walking up
the steps and through the large wood doors which led to the two-story foyer,
with floor and columns of marble.


Cat and her lawyer were standing to one
side, talking.  Elliot and his lawyer were on the other side of the hall.  The
kids were present, but they were merely sitting on a bench, fidgeting.  David
walked over to Cat.


"Good morning," he said to her.


Cat gave him a hug, and a quick kiss on
the cheek.  "I'm glad you're here," she told him.  "This is Christine
Sullivan, court aide."


David shook the woman's hand while he
asked, "Court aide?  I thought you were a lawyer."


"Dugerran equivalent," she
explained.  "Rather than have the lawyers argue for the people involved,
we act merely as advisors on the law."


"So you don't do the actual
questioning?"


"No.  Either you or Cat will have to
do that."


"Me?" David asked, surprised.


"I've listed you as a potential
questioner.  You don't have to ask any questions, but you're so much better at
this than I am, I wanted to give you the opportunity, if you wanted it,"
Cat explained.


David nodded.  "If you can list
someone as a questioner, what prevents someone from just listing their court
aide as questioner?"


"The law prevents us from acting as
questioner unless the case actually involves us," Christine explained.


"Okay... now, I guess I should ask
this, then.  What, exactly, is this hearing about?  I didn't think Elliot had
actually broken any laws with his harassment..."


"Harassment is, actually, a
violation of the law," Christine corrected.  "But beyond that, he
filed several false reports with the government."


"Did he?  I mean, what he claimed to
the CSB was, in fact, the truth... it's just that he was the one who caused it
to be that way."


"Except that his reports to the
government specifically blamed Cat for those events."


David nodded.  "Okay, I get
it."


The three continued to talk until the
court clerk came out and called them into the courtroom.  This room looked more
like an Earth court, with the magistrate sitting behind a raised desk, with a
chair for witnesses off to one side.  Two tables provided places for the two
parties to sit, and there were a few rows of seats, which remained empty for
this proceeding.


David ushered Garrett and Angela up to the
front, directing them to seats at one table.  He sat next to them, and
Christine sat on the other side of him.  Cat sat on the other side of her.


Everyone rose when the magistrate walked
in.  This magistrate was more than familiar to David at this point.


"Be seated," he said. 
"Good morning, counselors," he said to the two court aides. 
"Mr. and Mrs. Arpilla... and good morning, Mr. Stroud," the
magistrate said.


"Good morning, Your Honor,"
they all said together.


"Okay, so today we are to hear the
case of Arpilla and The Crown v. Arpilla, concerning harassment, and the
custody of the two Arpilla children, Garrett and Angela.  Mr. Arpilla is
accused of harassing Mrs. Arpilla, causing undue discomfort in the home, and
filing false reports to the Child Safety Board in regards to the conditions in
Mrs. Arpilla's home, where the children have been residing.  Mr. Arpilla has
filed a counterclaim that Mrs. Arpilla's lifestyle isn't conducive to the
proper raising of children.


"We will start with Mr. Arpilla's
claim.  Mr. Arpilla, do you have an opening statement?"


Mr. Arpilla rose.  "Yes, Your
Honor.  It is my assertion that Catherine has had a series of boyfriends since
our divorce, and that her home life is entirely too unstable to provide a
proper home for our children."


David quietly asked a question of
Christine, who nodded.  David said, "Objection, Your Honor."


"Already?" the magistrate
replied with a smile.  "What is your objection?"


"My objection is that the man has
already lied to the court."


"Oh?  Do tell."


"Since their divorce, Catherine
Arpilla has had either one or two boyfriends, depending on how you define the
term.  The first was myself, and I'm not sure I qualify as a true boyfriend
because, although we have been intimate, our relationship is not actually
romantic in nature.  The second was Ben Marland, a man she was romantically
involved with for a year and a half.  That relationship ended less than a month
ago, and its termination was entirely due to Elliot Arpilla's interference in
their lives.  Since their breakup, there have been no other boyfriends.  I fail
to see how even two constitutes 'a series of boyfriends', Your Honor."


The magistrate sat back and thought for a
second.  After a moment, he turned to Elliot.  "Can you back up your claim
of multiple boyfriends, Mr. Arpilla?"


"The man just admitted to the fact
that Catherine is non-monogamous," Elliot said.


"I did?" David blurted out.


"You just stated that Catherine was
dating you and this Ben at the same time!" Elliot insisted.


"No, I did not.  Either you have a
hearing problem, or you are intentionally trying to mislead the court.  Not
that I think His Honor is nearly as stupid as you would apparently take him
for."


"Perhaps you could clarify, Mr.
Stroud, the exact nature of your relationship with Mrs. Arpilla?" the
magistrate asked.


"Your Honor, as you know, I first
became involved with Cat when Elliot threw her out of the house two years ago. 
Since that time, I have felt the need to look out for her, as a close friend
and as someone who, from time to time, has needed my help.  At no time have I
considered her my girlfriend, though, as I said, we have occasionally been
intimate.  However, at no time during her relationship with Ben Marland
were she and I ever intimate with each other, beyond a friendly hug or kiss. 
Was I still a part of her life?  Yes.  I remained her friend, visiting with her
and Ben at various times for dinner or lunch, just to keep in touch, and also,
Your Honor, to keep me aware of what Elliot was trying to do to wreck her
life."


"Objection!" Elliot said. 
"He can't prove that!"


"Actually, I think I can, Mr.
Arpilla.  In fact, I think I did a very nice job of it in the article I wrote
for the Gorumshead Crier."  Christine held up a copy of the article in
question.  David was surprised she had that.  "Further, if necessary, I'm
willing to bet we could get Dean Lengel down here to testify to how many times
you called the school to make harassing complaints against Cat."


"I have an affidavit here from the
school outlining the times and the subjects of every call," Christine
offered.


"So, again, Mr. Arpilla, I think
that I can back up my claim that you were trying to wreck Cat's
life."


"Okay, that's enough," the
magistrate said.  He was clearly more amused than annoyed.  "Mr. Arpilla,
do you have any witnesses to call to back up your counterclaim of improper lifestyle?"


"No, Your Honor," Elliot
admitted.


"Very well.  In that case, I'm
dismissing your counterclaim as baseless.  We shall now move on to Mrs.
Arpilla's claims of harassment, and the government's charge of false
reporting.  Mrs. Arpilla, do you have an opening statement?"


"Your Honor, Elliot's behavior has
cost me a boyfriend, has caused me many sleepless nights, and it is his
accusations that have made our home life unstable.  He has made not just my
life miserable, but also the lives of our children, of my ex-boyfriend, and of
my friend, David.  But the specifics of the harassment claim are linked
directly to the number of times that Elliot has made false accusations to the
government, so it is my suggestion that we go ahead and present that case.  It
is my assertion that proving the number of false reports will likewise prove my
charge of harassment."


The magistrate nodded.  "Most
likely.  Very well.  As this charge is leveled by the government, I shall
handle the questioning directly.  First, I have a report here of every
'anonymous call' made to the Child Safety Board.  I would like to call Agent Ed
Noyes to the stand, please."


David turned, to see the two CSB agents,
plus Rimohr Agent Norton, in the back.  He hadn't heard them come in.


For the next hour, the magistrate
interviewed the parties involved in the government's case.  Finally, he called
David to the stand.


"All right, Mr. Stroud.  We've heard
from Mrs. Arpilla, and the children.  Now, let's hear your telling of
events."


"Well, Your Honor, I wasn't made
aware of the problem until after the first two visits from Child Safety.  Once
I was made aware, I had Cat call me each time there was a problem.  When she
would call, I would come down from the school and see if I could help out.  In
a few cases, there was nothing I could really do except try to correct Agent
Noyes' attitude problem."


"Attitude problem?" the
magistrate asked.


David grinned.  "Sorry, Your Honor,
it's not really relevant to the case.  It's just that Agent Noyes has a
singular fixation on facts over truth."


"I see.  You say you were called
down 'when there was a problem.'  Can you be more specific?"


"Your Honor, each time a call was
made to the CSB, some change had been made to Cat's apartment.  I was called as
soon as the change was discovered, because we all knew it meant the CSB was on
its way."


"And do you have any way to verify
when you were called down?  Because it seems like it could be possible that you
were there for a long time, just hanging around."


David thought for a long moment, then
finally said, "Actually, Your Honor, yes, I can prove when I was called
down.  You see, due to some thefts that are going on up at the Academy, I had
the Rimohrs place a trace on me.  They have been tracking my whereabouts for
months.  So, if the court thinks it's necessary, I'm sure that Agent Norton
back there could display for you my location on every one of these days."


The magistrate smiled.  "Well, okay,
then.  I don't feel it's necessary, I just wondered what you'd say.  Now, how
did you come to prove to the CSB that Elliot Arpilla was involved?"


"I used a divinatory recorder.  The
first time I tried this, it was clear that the person who was planting the
evidence in Cat's apartment was using some kind of anti-recognition magic,
because the recorder showed his figure as blurry, while his surroundings were
clear."


"How did you overcome this
problem?"


"I had a certified diviner upgrade
my recorder so that it could break through such anti-recognition magic.  The
next time we made a recording, it clearly showed a man that Cat identified as
Jay Carney, an employee of Elliot Arpilla.  After that, I don't know exactly
what happened.  The next thing I heard about was when Dean Lengel told me I
needed to be at this hearing."


Elliot stood up at this point.  "You
failed to tell him that you threatened me, Stroud."


The magistrate looked at David. 
"Threatened?"


"Once again, he is trying to mislead
the court.  I never threatened him.  I did warn him, however.  What I told him
was that if he didn't stop doing what he was doing, things would go badly for
him.  Well, he didn't stop doing what he was doing, and look where he is.  I
wouldn't exactly call this 'things going well,' would you, Your Honor?"


The magistrate chuckled.  "He has a
point, Mr. Arpilla.  You have once again failed to realize what is required for
something to actually be a threat.  Mr. Stroud, do you have anything else to add?"


"No, Your Honor.  I could give you
my opinion of Elliot Arpilla, but I think you already know it, and it's hardly
relevant, anyway."


The magistrate smiled.  "Very well. 
You may step down."


David returned to the table and sat.


"Does anyone else have anything to
add to this proceeding?"  The magistrate waited for several seconds, but
no one spoke.  "Very well.  In that case, Mr. Arpilla, I hereby find you
guilty of filing false reports to the Callamandian government, by way of
anonymous calls made by you to the Child Safety Board.  I further find you
guilty of conspiracy to defraud the government, by involving Mr. Carney in acts
designed to make your calls look legitimate.  Finally, I find for Mrs. Arpilla
on her claim of harassment, as your illegal acts certainly caused significant
disruption to the lives of her and her loved ones.


"Does anyone have anything to say
before sentence is passed?"


David rose.  "Your Honor?"


The magistrate nodded in acknowledgment. 



"I'm not sure what the normal punishment
for Mr. Arpilla's crimes would be, but I would like to offer an alternate
sentence."


"The normal punishment would be time
in a wizarding prison, not to exceed two years.  What do you wish to offer as
an alternative?"


"Your Honor, though I personally
think the man deserves to spend the time in prison, I fear that, when he got
out, the problems he has caused would return.  I would like to suggest that,
instead of prison, Mr. Arpilla be forced to legally relinquish his parental
rights to Garrett and Angela, so that neither he nor his parents would have any
legal authority or standing whatsoever over them."


"Explain how you feel this is more
appropriate," the magistrate ordered.


"Your Honor, what Mr. Arpilla has
been trying to do is to get the children put into his custody, and remove Cat
from their lives.  This would turn the tables on him completely, which is, at
the very least, highly ironic, if not true justice.  More to the point, by
removing any rights he or his family have to the children, it makes harassing
Cat much less worthwhile.  In order for Mr. Arpilla to regain control of the
children under these circumstances would, at the very least, require him to get
a whole other family involved in his conspiracy."


The magistrate sat back.  "You've thought
this out, haven't you?" he asked.


"Yes, Your Honor.  I've been trying
to figure out how to get rid of Elliot Arpilla for a couple years now. 
Removing his parental rights is the only option I've found that has any real
hope for success.  Prison, I'm afraid, will only make him both bitter and more
antagonistic when he is released."


The magistrate sat back, and thought for
a long moment.  Finally, he said, "Does anyone else wish to
comment?"  After a short pause, the magistrate continued, "It is so
ordered.  Elliot Arpilla, your parental rights to Garrett and Angela Arpilla
are hereby rescinded in their totality.  Neither you, nor any member of your
family, shall have any further legal rights or authority where these children
are concerned.  Further, you are hereby ordered to sever all contact with both
the children, and Catherine Arpilla, in perpetuity.  If this court should find
that you have violated this order by any means, you will face a contempt
charge.  And, to borrow a phrase from Mr. Stroud, it will go badly for you.  Do
you understand?"


"Yes, Your Honor," Elliot said,
defeated.


"Very well.  This court is
adjourned."


Everyone got up at that point.  Elliot
moved quickly out of the room, leaving his court aide sitting at the table. 
Cat got up and hugged David strongly.


"Thank you so much!" Cat told
him.  "I couldn't have done this without you!  How can I ever repay
you?"


"I'll think of something," he
said with a raised eyebrow.  Cat blushed and smiled at him.


"Christine, thank you for all your
help," Cat said.


Christine snorted.  "He did most of
the work.  Congratulations.  If you have any more problems, contact me, and
I'll notify the magistrate on your behalf."


"Thank you," Cat said. 
Christine packed up her papers and left, and then Cat turned to David. 
"Let's go to lunch."


-----


David made it back to the school just
before dinnertime.  Jailla was not in the room, and so David headed out to find
him.  As David made his way up to the terrace, Jailla, who had been waiting for
him, flew over to his shoulder.


"How did your hearing go?"
Jailla asked.


"Best possible outcome," David
said.  "Elliot lost his rights to the kids.  How about you?  Were you able
to talk to her?"


"Yes, and you need to move rather
quickly."


"Why?"


Jailla told him.


"Fuck.  I was hoping I was
wrong."


"Unfortunately not."


"Shit."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"I'm not sure how to follow him
without being seen," David said to Joe.  "I can turn invisible, but
that would invalidate any testimony I could give in court."


"Luckily, there is an ignorance
spell," Joe said.


"As a thief, he's already pretty
ignorant, isn't he?"


Joe chuckled.  "Okay, I guess a
better term would be an 'ignore-me' spell.  It's a hex you can use to prevent
someone from noticing your presence.  You're not invisible, you're just
ignored.  You still have to try to keep your distance, though.  The spell won't
work if you're too obvious.  I mean, he won't ignore you if you stand in front
of him, or try to talk to him, or something like that."


"Right.  Okay, so I'll carry the
recorder, because the trace you guys have on me will guarantee an accurate
position fix for the recorder.  That way, we get the whole thing."


"Except whatever he does
inside."


"Right.  Well, we can't have
everything."


Joe nodded.  "Let's get going."


David and Joe moved out.  They knew where
their target was at the moment, as he was in class.  Once they got outside of
the class, Joe enacted the ignore-me hex on the both of them.  They stood down
the hall, so they could watch the door to the classroom without being too
obvious.  In only a few minutes, the class came to an end.  Their target was in
the middle of the crowd that came out the door.  He wasn't talking or joking
with anyone, and in fact, he looked a bit nervous, his head up and looking
around.


Their target walked right by them without
paying them any attention, proving that the ignore-me hex was working quite
well.  They started off after him without delay; they didn't want to lose him
in the crowd.


Joe and David followed him to the lunch
room, where he sat down with friends.  They sat down across the room, but with
a clear line of sight to their suspect.  They ordered lunch so as not to appear
out of the ordinary, but they didn't say much to each other.


After lunch was over, they followed the
suspect back to his own dorm room, where he apparently picked up the books he
needed for his next class.


"I hope this isn't a waste of
time," David said.


"Your information seemed pretty
solid," Joe replied.  "But you didn't find out when during the
day he'd be committing the theft."


"That's true.  I just can't believe
it's him."


"We'll find out soon enough."


Their suspect walked to his next class. 
They peeked in, to see him studying while he waited for class to start.  They
found a place where they could sit down; it was going to be a long wait.


Two and a half hours later, class let
out.  David and Joe were standing up, out of the way.  Their target was taller
than most students, making him easy to spot.  They followed him back to his
dorm room once again.  This time he dropped off his books, and picked up his
familiar.


"Maybe now," David said,
keeping his voice low.


"Probably."


The suspect made his way to the third
floor of Phoenix Dorm.  He set his familiar on the floor, and then pulled out
his wand.  He muttered a spell, which they could not hear from where they were,
but the effect was obvious.  The familiar shrank to about half its normal
size.  The suspect then picked up the familiar and carried it over to an air
conditioning duct.  He looked around for anyone watching, and then he quickly
opened the duct grate.  He had clearly loosened the fasteners at some point in
the past.  He said something to his familiar, and then lifted it into the duct,
which he quickly closed behind the familiar.


The suspect stepped over to one of the
doors and knocked on it, checking to see if anyone was home.  He knocked a
second time, but this time in a pattern.  With that, they heard the doorknob
turn, and shortly the door was opened.


"So that's how he's been getting
in," Joe said.


"Yeah.  The motherfucker."


After the door closed, they both moved to
either side of the door.  Joe dissolved the ignore-me hex; it wouldn't be
necessary at this point.  Now, they waited.  They knew that it wouldn't take
him too long to take the few items that he was going to take.


They were right.  In only a couple
minutes, the doorknob turned.  They were both far enough back from the door
that they would not easily be seen.  Once the suspect stepped out of the room,
however, the time had come.


"Don't move," Joe said. 
"Rimohrs."


The suspect turned, as if to flee, but he
faced the crackling energy coming off the end of David's wand.  He looked past
the wand to see the barely controlled rage on David's face.


"Give me a reason, Gillenham,"
David growled lowly.


Jim slowly set down his backpack, and
then raised his hands.  David reached into Jim's coat and took his wand.  At
that, he lowered his own wand.


"He's all yours, Joe."


"Hands behind your back," Joe
told him.  Jim's eyes remained locked on David.  David's face was a mask of
rage.  Jim's look was more inscrutable.  Neither said anything to the other as
Joe performed the handcuff hex.  Once that was finished, David handed over
Jim's wand to Joe, and then picked up the bag of stolen goods.  Melissa, who
had apparently been returned to full size inside the dorm room, climbed up
David's body, and he held her gently, while continuing to stare daggers at Jim.


"Come on," Joe said.


"Who else was involved?" David
demanded finally.


Joe looked at him curiously.  "What
makes you think there was another thief?"


"Not another thief.  But you've
already searched our room, so you know the stolen items aren't in there.  That
means they're somewhere else, which means someone else is involved.  Who is
it?"


Jim considered keeping quiet, but he was
truly afraid of David at that moment.  He said, quietly, "It was all
Sherry's idea."


"Sherry?" Joe asked.


"His girlfriend," David said.


"Room number?" Joe asked.


Jim told him.


"Let's go, then."


-----


"Hey, David... you look like
hell," Gwen said.


"What's the matter?" Olissa
asked, concerned.


"We caught the thief," David
said.


"And that's a bad thing?" Simon
asked, stuffing his mouth full of lasagna.


"Who was it?" Gwen wanted to
know.


"It was Jim."


"What?" Gwen nearly shouted.


"My own fucking roommate,"
David said, his anger still boiling.  "The person I thought was one of my
best friends was trying to frame me for burglary all fucking year long."


"Why?" Olissa wanted to know.


"I don't know.  He's blaming it on
his girlfriend.  I don't know what the fuck is really going on.  All I know is
I couldn't find a fucking thief when he was living in the same dorm room with
me."


Gwen put her hand on David's arm. 
"None of us saw it, David."


"None of you were looking as
hard as I was," he replied.


"True, but still, he was obviously
working hard at not getting caught."


"Hmph," David said, and dug
into his Salisbury steak.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David whirled, spinning his staff fast
and hard.  Brock wasn't able to block fast enough, and he went tumbling to the
floor, holding his arm.


"Stroud!  Enough!" Prof. Teller
called out, coming over.  "This is the second person you've injured
today.  Clearly your mind is not focused on the control you need in order to
spar properly.  I think you really need to get yourself under control.  I
realize that you cannot cause serious injury in here, but if you continue to
allow yourself this kind of hyper-aggressive attack style, when you use these
skills in the real world, you will end up killing people without intending to,
and that will certainly wind you in hot water."


David slumped, letting his staff end rest
on the floor.  "Yes, sir.  Sorry, Professor.  I'm trying to work through
an issue, and I'm unfortunately taking it out on my classmates.  Sorry,
Brock," David said, helping him to his feet.


"It's okay... but I don't think I
want to spar with you for a while."


"Luckily for you, David, there isn't
much more sparring in this class.  We'll be doing skills review for most of
next class, and all of the one after that.  Then we have the final.  I'd advise
you to do some hard thinking, or you're not going to do well on your final
exam.  The kind of undisciplined outbursts you've been showing in this class
are simply not acceptable."


"Yes, sir.  I know.  Again, I'm
sorry."


"Very well.  Go ahead and step to
the side.  You can take a break for the rest of class."


"Yes, sir."


David retracted his staff and put it in
its pouch as he walked across the gym floor.  He slumped down on a bench. 
Though it had been several days since he had caught Jim stealing from someone's
dorm room, he had yet to come to terms with the situation.  The betrayal was
more than stinging; David felt as though he had been incompetent in not seeing
Jim for what he was sooner.


Once class had ended, David showered,
changed, and made his way back to his dorm room.  It now really was his
dorm room.  Jim was currently being held in the Bolmont jail, waiting for his
hearing before the magistrate.  David would have to be involved in that
hearing, since he'd been so involved in the case itself.  As he walked, David
stuck a pixie stick in his mouth, sucking on it hard to get the slight relief
it provided from the strain he was under.


David was putting away his textbooks,
which he'd had in his Conjuring Room, when the knock came at the door.  He
sighed, and then walked over to open it.  On the other side was a girl named
Terry.  She was one of the victims of Jim's thievery.


"Hi, David," she said. 
"Can I come in a minute?"


"Sure," David said, stepping
aside and letting her in.


Terry walked in and then turned around. 
"I wanted to thank you for getting my talisman back.  That was a very
important family heirloom."


"Sorry it took so long," David
said.


"No problem on that.  So long as I
got it back, and it wasn't damaged or anything, I'm happy."


"Wish I could say the same,"
David replied, frowning.


Terry frowned.  "I know, it sucks,
right?  Your own roommate turns out to be such an asshole.  It's not your fault
he was a shit, David."


"No.  Just my fault for not catching
him quicker."


"Fuck that," she said. 
"You did your best, I'm quite sure.  You're not exactly known for slacking
off."


David smirked at that. 
"Thanks."


"Anyway, I just wanted to come down
and say thank you, and give you this."  She handed him a small wooden box. 
David opened it, and found inside a ball made of clear crystal, filled with
what looked like a red mist.  David set the box down on the table and pulled
out the ball.


"What is it?" David asked,
turning it over in his hands curiously.


"It's the Dalmajak Cynosure,"
Terry said.  Seeing the completely expected look of consternation on David's
face, she said, "A cynosure is a... like a compass.  It guides you."


"How?" David asked.  "All
I see is a mist."


"You have to think of a specific
object or person that you're looking for.  It can't be anything vague.  You
can't, for instance, ask it for 'the best ice cream in town'.  It can't make
judgment calls like that.  You can ask it to find your lost notebook, though. 
All you have to do is hold it in your hand, squeeze slightly, and name a
specific thing."


David held it up and squeezed, then said,
"Encyclopedia Dugerria."


The mist in the ball began to swirl,
until it had formed itself into a ring all the way around the largest part of
the sphere.  The ring then split into three rings, spinning in the three major
axis directions.  Finally, the ring reformed into one.  This time, the ring
flowed along the surface of the ball, shrinking down into a point.  The point
soon disappeared, to be replaced by the ring again, which once again shrank
down as it moved along the surface of the sphere, and ended up as a point.


"If you go in the direction of the
moving ring," Terry said, "You'll find your encyclopedia."


David did so, orienting himself so he
could walk the way the rings were moving.  When he got near his bookshelf, it
was clear the rings were pointing upward, which made sense, as his Encyclopedia
Dugerria was on the second shelf.


"How do I turn it off?" David
asked.


"Just tell it to stop."


"Found it," David told the
sphere.  Immediately, the ring inside the ball dissolved into the swirling mist
again, which slowly settled to an almost-static state.


"Well, I must say, this could be
really useful.  Does it have unlimited range?"


"No.  The range is about a half mile."


"Still, that's pretty good.  This
has to be worth a lot of money.  I can't take this..."


"Please.  I want you to have it. 
The talisman I got back is worth a lot more to me, and you put in a lot of
effort getting it back.  You deserve something, after having to arrest a
friend."


"Well... thank you," he said,
putting it back in its box.  "I appreciate this."


Terry stepped close and gave him a hug. 
When she stepped back, she said, "And most of us appreciate you.  Please
don't forget that.  Anyway, I've got to get to dinner.  You take it easy."


"You, too.  Thanks."


After letting Terry out, he walked back
to the table and picked up the box with the Dalmajak Cynosure in it.  He walked
over to his desk and placed it carefully in the top drawer.  With that, he put
on his coat and went to dinner.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~






















	
	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 4


Chapter 12: May


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Call to witness, David
Stroud."


David rose from his seat in the audience
and walked up to the witness chair.  This courtroom looked much like the one
he'd been in for Elliot's hearing, only this was a full-fledged trial.


The bailiff stepped up to him and said,
"Raise your right hand."  David did so.  "Do you, soberly and
with due gravity, swear to the king that the testimony you are about to give is
wholly and completely true, with no omissions, prevarications, or twisted
truths?"


"I do."


"You may be seated."


David sat down and made himself
comfortable, waiting for the magistrate to begin his questions.


"You're becoming something of a
regular in my courtroom," the magistrate said.  It was the same one David
had been dealing with in these matters for four years now.


David smiled.  "Not by my choice,
Your Honor."


"I'm sure.  Now, explain how you are
involved in this situation."


"After the second theft, with no
clues at all about how the thief had entered the dorm room, it became clear
that the school was going to begin to blame me for the thefts, since, as a
demighost, I can fade right through doors and walls.  I knew that the only way
to keep my name clear was to try to find the thief, so, after proving to the
Rimohrs and the staff that I was not the culprit, I ended up assisting the
security staff, and the Rimohrs, with their investigation."


"All right.  Now, I can already see
Mr. Gillenham's court aide twitching, so, can you explain to the court how you
proved your innocence?"


"Sure.  After the second theft
occurred, I went to Officer Garibaldi, and asked him to place a magical trace
on me.  Ever since last October, the Rimohrs have been able to know where I was
at any given moment.  After the third theft, Agent Wilson checked the trace,
which clearly showed that I was nowhere near the crime scene.  Likewise, it has
been checked after every proceeding theft, and I have been cleared by the
trace."


"Very good.  Now, after you proved
you weren't involved, what assistance did you provide?"


"Well, in the beginning, I just felt
that a pair of eyes that thought like a student would be helpful.  As I told
them at the time, since the key was finding something that was out of the
ordinary, it would help them to have someone who knew what 'ordinary' was for
the Academy."


"So you merely accompanied
them."


"In the beginning, yes sir.  The
thefts in November and December, I merely accompanied the Rimohrs.  The theft
in January was perpetrated against me, and so I was the first one to see the
scene, but I still called the Rimohrs."


"What about the following
crimes?" the magistrate asked.


"After January, the Rimohrs stopped
showing up.  They left it to the school's security department to do the
investigation.  At that point, I began assisting Seth Tupper, the head of the
school's security department.  Seth treated me more like a partner than an
adjunct."


"So, from February to April, you
were, for all intents and purposes, a full-fledged investigator in the
crimes?"


"Yes, Your Honor, I would
characterize myself as the assistant investigator."


The magistrate nodded.  "Outline for
us what you discovered over time."


"Not a lot," David said with a
smile.  Those in the court laughed.  "From the beginning, there were very
few clues left.  In fact, in the first few crimes, there were no clues at all,
except that the lack of clues was, itself, something of a clue.


"In December, we discovered a muddy
footprint, which matches the size and style of Mr. Gillenham's shoes.  In
February, we discovered some specialized training dirt, used for elemental
manipulation classes, of which Mr. Gillenham is a student.  In March, we
discovered a hair, which we later determined to be consistent with the hair of
his familiar, Melissa.  And in April, we found a fingerprint, confirmed to be
from Melissa.  This is the sum total of the physical evidence of these crimes,
Your Honor."


"How did that little bit lead you to
Mr. Gillenham?"


"It didn't.  In fact, the hair and
the fingerprint led us to look elsewhere.  However, one other thing we were
doing was eliminating people according to their lack of availability to commit
the crimes."


"Meaning?"


"Well, Your Honor, we're all
students at a school with mandatory class attendance.  If you don't show up to
class, it's reported to the registrar, who keeps a record.  What this meant for
us was that we could know whether or not someone was in class during one of the
crimes.  We ruled out everyone who had been in class during the thefts, leaving
us with a much smaller suspect base to draw from."


"What led you to Jim Gillenham,
specifically?" the magistrate asked.


"My first suspicion was in January. 
The potion which was stolen from my potion kit was not one that was known to
very many people, and in fact, Mr. Gillenham is the only person who has ever
actually used that potion.  For personal reasons, I discounted this notion for
the time being.  Then we had the theft in April.  Up until then, the thief had
followed certain patterns about what he took, and where he committed thefts. 
In March, I had discussed these things with Mr. Gillenham, just as a matter of
chatting with my roommate.  It took me some time, but I finally realized that
the change in pattern had to be due to the fact that the thief knew we had
noticed his patterns.  The only person I could think of that would know that,
was Mr. Gillenham.  This, along with my earlier suspicions, added up to
something I had to look into.  After verifying my suspicion, I called Officer
Garibaldi, and we caught Mr. Gillenham in the act."


"You say you verified your
suspicion.  How did you do that?" the magistrate asked.


"By means that aren't admissible in
court, Your Honor, but that I still trusted to lead me in the right
direction."


"Okay, you say it's not admissible in
court, but you can still tell us what you did."


"I had my familiar ask Mr.
Gillenham's familiar if he was, in fact, the thief.  I further had my familiar
ask her to inform us when the next theft was going to occur.  When my familiar
reported back, that was when I called Officer Garibaldi."


"Why would his familiar give you
that information?  Why did she not remain loyal to her wizard?" the
magistrate asked.


"All I can tell you there, Your
Honor, is what my familiar told me.  Melissa is a mischievous, fun-loving
little prankster, but, as Jailla, my familiar, reported it, she is not a
thief, and she was annoyed with Mr. Gillenham for putting her in that
position.  She had actually left the hair and the fingerprint intentionally, in
order to get caught."


"Objection, Your Honor," Jim
said.  "As Mr. Stroud pointed out, none of this is admissible in
court."


"And it isn't being used as evidence
against you, Mr. Gillenham.  I asked merely to satisfy my curiosity.  Mr.
Stroud, the government has entered into evidence a recording you made of the defendant's
movements prior to the final theft.  How did you avoid being seen by Mr.
Gillenham?  Were you invisible at the time?"


"No, Your Honor.  Officer Garibaldi
enacted an ignorance charm over both of us, so that we could follow Mr.
Gillenham without being noticed."


"I see.  So, at no time during the
events you have testified about, did you become invisible or
insubstantial?"


"There was a brief moment, during
the... December?  Yes, December investigation where I became insubstantial, but
I did not become invisible."


"Why was it necessary for you to
become insubstantial?"


David explained the whole business with
the ruler and the footprint to the court.


"I see, so you did it merely to
avoid disturbing evidence."


"Yes, Your Honor."


"Very well.  Does the defendant have
anything he wishes to ask this witness?"


David turned his eyes on Jim.  The look
he delivered was one of loathing.


Jim swallowed, and said, "No, Your
Honor."


"Very well, then.  Mr. Stroud, the
court thanks you, and you are dismissed."


"Thank you, Your Honor," David
replied.  He rose from his chair, and walked back to his seat in the audience
without bothering to look at Jim.


The trial continued for some further
amount of time, but the outcome was a foregone conclusion.  After all, Jim had
been caught in the middle of a theft; he couldn't really dispute that fact.


"Jim Gillenham, rise before the
court," the magistrate intoned.  Jim rose to his feet, as did his court
aide.


The magistrate said, "It is the
judgment of this court that you are guilty of the crimes of unlawful entry,
burglary, and thievery.  Do you have anything to say for yourself before
sentence is passed?"


"Other than I'm sorry, no, Your
Honor."


"The court takes your apology at
face value.  It does not, however, mitigate the circumstances of your crime. 
You are hereby sentenced as follows:  First, your wizarding license is
revoked.  You will turn over your wand and all magical artifacts either to a
licensed wizard, or to the Rimohrs, during the time of your incarceration,
which is to equal six months, served in the Bolmont City Jail.  After your
incarceration period, you are to be exiled from Dugerra, never to return as a
free man.  Do you understand the sentence that has been passed?"


"Yes, Your Honor.  I do have one
question."


"Proceed."


"What will happen to my
familiar?"


"Your familiar's disposition is up
to you and her.  She may accept exile with you, or you may pass custody of her
on to someone else here in Dugerra.  Is there anything further?"


"No, Your Honor."


"Very well.  The judgment is
entered.  This case is closed, and this court is adjourned."


As the gavel came down, two Rimohrs
approached Jim.  One of them enacted the handcuff hex, and they led him out of
the courtroom.  He couldn't look David in the eyes as he passed.


"Well, that's over," David said
to Joe.


"I'm sorry you lost a friend,"
Joe said.


"Apparently, I lost this friend a
long time ago.  What I want to know is, why?"


"Yeah, the trial almost never talks
about motive.  Even I don't know why he did it."


"I will find out at some
point," David assured him.


"I'm sure you will.  Since you're in
town, you want to come over and have dinner with us?"


"Sure."


"Good.  Come on.  Zyla's been asking
how you've been doing.  This way, she can bug you about it, instead of
me."


David chuckled as he followed Joe out of
the courthouse.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"All right, David.  I will allow you
to choose the weapon you wish to demonstrate first," Prof. Teller said.


"Staff," David told him.  He
pulled out his staff, enlarging it to its full length.


"Very well.  You shall perform for
us the Werecat Defense."


David nodded, and assumed the starting
position of the form.  The concept behind this particular form was that the
warrior was faced with a feral werecat who was the warrior's friend, and so
harming the cat was not allowed.  It was one of the trickiest of the staff
forms, because it required a great deal of body movement, in addition to mostly
blocking moves with the staff.


"You may begin when you are
ready," Prof. Teller said.


David took a deep breath and began his
form.  He twisted and turned, spinning his staff to parry imagined attacks by
his invisible opponent.  At one point, he planted the end of his staff on the
floor and flipped, passing over what would be his attacker, and then sweeping
his staff to take out the werecat's feet.


For two solid minutes, David went through
the form, executing it perfectly.  Finally he reached the end, his body
crouched in the final posture of the form.  He held that pose for several
seconds, and then raised himself back to a standing position.


"Very good.  Draw your sword,
please."


David holstered his staff, and then
pulled out his practice sword.  Prof. Teller said, "For this, I want you
to perform Gremlin Invasion."


David nodded again.  The Gremlin Invasion
form posited the idea that the warrior was faced with a number of gremlins,
which were evil beasts, only two and a half feet tall, that loved nothing more
than causing trouble.  They stole possessions, and broke what they couldn't
steal.  Then they would try to sell your possessions back to you, or they would
sell them off to someone else.  The difficulty of this form was that most of
the moves were aimed low to the ground.


"When you are ready," Prof.
Teller said.


David took another deep breath, and began
his moves.  This form was a more recent addition to their repertoire, and David
wasn't as comfortable with it.  That, added to the difficulty of the form
itself, meant that he wasn't nearly as smooth with this one as he had been the
staff form.  That said, he still performed all the moves correctly, and in the
right order.  By the time he had finished, the sweat was dripping off him, and
he was breathing heavily.


"Very nicely done, David,"
Prof. Teller said.  "Both forms done virtually flawlessly.  Your Gremlin
Invasion needs a little smoothing, but that will come with time.  I realize
you've only known the form for a month.  Still, definitely A-level work."


"Thank you, Professor," David
said with a bow.  The professor nodded to David, and then David returned to the
side of the gym, where everyone else was sitting, waiting for their turn. 
David grabbed a towel to wipe the sweat off his head with, and then he sat
down, trying to catch his breath, despite not actually needing to.  David often
found himself mimicking old human habits that he no longer had use for, and
this was merely one of them.  Once he had regained his composure, he merely sat
and watched the other students perform their final exam.


-----


David was sitting with his friends at
dinner when his mirror buzzed in his pocket.  He pulled it out and waited for
the image to form in the glass.


"Hello, Professor," David said,
seeing Cat's face in the mirror.  "What can I do for you?"


Cat smiled at him and said, "David,
can you meet me on the terrace, near the entrance lift?  There's someone I'd
like you to meet."


"Sure.  I'm on my way."


David put away his mirror and excused
himself.


"Who do you think this is?"
Jailla asked.


"If I had to guess, I'd say it's a
new boyfriend."


"Awfully fast, isn't it?"
Jailla asked.


"Yes.  But Cat's the kind of person
that doesn't like being alone.  Since I talked to her last week about us not
being a permanent couple of any kind, I'm sure she's been looking quite hard
for a replacement for Ben."


It didn't take David long to arrive at
the spot where Cat was standing.  Standing with her was a man about David's
height.  He looked fit, but not muscle-bound.  Jailla flew off to a nearby tree
as David stepped up to talk with the couple.


"Hey, Cat," David said. 
"What's up?"


"David, I wanted you to meet my new
boyfriend, Paul Andros.  Paul, this is my friend, David Stroud.  David... kind
of watches out for me.  David, Paul is a member of the Bolmont Dragons, a
professional baxayr player."


"Hey, Paul," David said,
holding out his hand.


Paul looked at it for a long second
before grabbing it and shaking vigorously.


"Hey, David, nice to meet ya,"
Paul said enthusiastically.  "So, you're her guardian angel, eh?  Well, no
need for you to worry about it anymore.  I'll take it from here."  Turning
to Cat, Paul said, "Baby, we've gotta get going, or we'll miss the
game."


"Okay, Paul.  I just wanted you two
to meet."


"Paul," David said, taking the
man gently by the arm, "let me talk to you for a minute."  David led
Paul far enough away that Cat would not hear them.


"What's on your mind, bud?"
Paul asked.


"I just want us to be clear on
something.  If you can make Cat happy, then great.  But if you hurt her... you
will be dealing with me."


"Look, sport," Paul said,
"the lady chose me, not you.  Get over yourself.  In short, butt
out."


David looked at the man for a long
moment.  "Remember what I said, Paul."  With that, David let him go. 
Paul walked back to Cat, took her by the arm, and led her over to the entrance
lift.  David watched until they were out of sight.


As David started to walk towards his
dorm, Jailla flew over.  "Well?" he asked.


"I don't think I like him,"
David said.


"Why not?"


"He seems a little possessive,"
David replied.


"And you're not?" Jailla asked
with a chuckle.


"I'm not possessive.  I may be
over-protective, but I'm not possessive."


"Uh-huh," Jailla responded
dubiously.


"Quiet, you," David said,
sticking a pixie stick in his mouth.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Can I help you?" the officer
asked, a dour look on his face.


David said, "Yes, I'm here to see
one of the inmates."


"Name?"


"Uh, mine, or his?"


The officer finally smiled. 
"His."


"Jim Gillenham."


"And your name?"


"David Stroud."


"I'll have to ask you to surrender
your wand and any other magical items you may be carrying."


David pulled out his wand and set it on
the tray the officer had placed on the counter.  He also removed his necklace,
which contained his base potions.  David thought carefully, but couldn't think
of anything else he was carrying that qualified as a magic item.


The officer did a magical scan, which
came up clean.  He put David's tray in a locked cupboard, and then he stepped
out from behind the counter.


"Follow me."


The officer led David down a hallway to a
windowless room.  In it were a few chairs and a table, but nothing else.  It
was about twice the size of the cell David had spent his time in.


"Wait here, and the prisoner will be
brought to you."


David nodded, and the officer left. 
David walked around the room as he waited.  He stuck a pixie stick in his
mouth, trying to calm his nerves.  David had his back to the door when it
opened again.  He turned as Jim was led into the room.


"This room is magically
protected," the guard said.  "Don't try anything stupid."


Jim nodded, and so did David.  With that,
the guard left them alone.  He would wait outside the door until they were
finished.


For the longest moment, there was silence
in the room.  David finished his pixie stick and stuck the stick in his pocket.


"Do you have any idea how badly I
want to bust your face wide open right now?" David asked.


Jim flinched.


"After three years, this is what you
do?  I thought we were friends!" David shouted.  "After all the crap
I put up with for Sex Ed, and then you repay me this way?  What the fuck did I
ever do to you?"


"Nothing," Jim admitted.


"Then why the fuck would you
try to frame me for all that shit you did?  Hell, why did you do all
that shit?"


"It was Sherry's idea," Jim
said.  "She said she liked some of that stuff, and if I stole it for her,
I'd get a reward."


"And did you?"


"Well... you might not think so. 
But we had some amazing sex after each of the robberies."


David didn't bother to correct his
terminology.  "So, you stole from people to get laid."


"Uh... yeah, I guess."


"You realize how fucking pathetic
that is, right?"


"Hey, I don't have a dozen girls
throwing their naked bodies my way like some people, okay?  I have to take what
I can get!"


"Really?  You think that sex is so
goddamned important to life that you would royally fuck over the entire
rest of your life to get it?"


"Well... I never really expected to
get caught..."


"No, you expected me to get
caught!  Why did you try to blame me for it?"


"Hey, I never blamed you!  I
just..."


"Made it look like I was the only
one who could have done it," David retorted.


"Yeah, well... that was Sherry's
idea, too."


"What the fuck did I ever do to
her?  Or is she one of those assholes who hates me because I'm a
demighost?"


"David... Sherry... is Rob Beckel's
sister."


"What?"


"Padman is her step-dad's last
name.  He adopted her, but not Rob, so Rob has his original last name.  But
anyway, yeah, they're brother and sister."


"So, last summer, you really were
running with a gang."


"Well... kind of, I guess.  I mean,
it's not like we did anything really bad..."


"Like stealing from people and
blaming it on someone else..." David remarked sourly.


"Well..."


"So, when did you find out who she
was?"


"Right after the summer break
started."


"And you stuck around anyway."


"I was trying to get laid!  I didn't
figure anything bad would happen.  I just figured I'd hang out with them, maybe
tag along with whatever they were doing, and hope that she'd put out at some
point.  She finally did, but only after I'd actually joined in one of their crimes. 
She made it clear that the only way I was getting anything from her was to use
what I knew to help the gang."


"And you didn't walk away
because..."


"Because I'd just spent months
trying to get into her pants!  And once I'd succeeded, it was... well, David,
she's really fucking good in bed."


"She'd better have been.  It cost
you your entire life."


"Well, I hardly knew that at the
time."


"So, let me get this straight.  You
fucked yourself over, and tried to fuck me over, all for a girl, who was basically
helping her brother get revenge on me, for something that happened two years
ago."


"Uh... yeah, I guess."


"You guess?"


"Look, David, I never really
expected them to catch anyone!  I knew you were smart enough to prove it
wasn't you.  I didn't think anyone, even you, would figure out it was me.  I
figured that, eventually, Sherry would grow bored and we'd move on to something
else.  I really never thought I'd wind up here."


"So, you thought it was just fine to
take things that don't belong to you, as long as you didn't get caught?  What
kind of ethical code do you live by?"


"I would have thought you'd have
figured that out by now," Jim said.


"I did.  I just tried really hard to
deny it to myself.  I should have looked much harder at you in January."


Jim shrugged.  "And I shouldn't have
let Sherry talk me into changing the pattern.  If I hadn't done that, you
probably wouldn't have figured it out."


"Yeah, actually, we would have.  I'm
sure Melissa's next clue would have been a doozy."


Jim frowned at that.  He said, "Can
I ask you for a favor?"


"You want a favor from me? 
After all this shit?"


"It's not for me.  I know you can't
take her in, but could you find Melissa a good home?  She doesn't want anything
more to do with me than you do, so I can't take her back with me, but right
now, she's stuck at the Animal Annex up at the school."


David nodded.  "That, I'll do,
because it's for her, not for you."


"Thanks.  Oh, I know it doesn't make
up for anything at all, but just so you know, I signed over all my stuff to
you, so everything that's in the room is yours now."


"Am I supposed to say thank
you?"


"No.  Honestly, I just didn't want
to give it to the Rimohrs."


"Uh-huh.  Where's my potion?"


"What?"


"My Incorporeus potion.  It's the
only stolen item that wasn't recovered from Sherry's room."


"I used it.  Not to commit one of
the thefts.  I actually used it to spy on a couple of girls."


"How?  It doesn't make you
invisible..."


"No, but it allowed me to hide most
of myself inside a wall, so I could watch them without being noticed."


"Dangerous move.  If it had worn off
while you were in the wall, you'd have been a permanent ghost."


Jim shrugged.  "It was still
fun."


"I really don't understand
you," David admitted after a moment.  "Is everything in life a joke
to you?  Is it really so simple to you as whatever benefits you directly the
most is what you do?"


"Everyone does that," Jim
replied.


"Okay, let me rephrase.  Whatever
benefits you materially the most."


Jim frowned, then shrugged.  "Yeah,
I guess.  I'm not one for delayed gratification."


"Or self-sacrifice.  Or thinking of
others."


"What have those things gotten
you?" Jim asked, somewhat derisively.


"Self-respect and the ability to
look at myself in the mirror in the morning," David replied firmly.


Jim had no answer to that.


"I would say I'll see you later, but
that seems rather unlikely," David said to him.  "Have a good techno
life, Jim."


"I'll try.  And David... I'm
sorry."


David looked at him for a long moment. 
"You're only sorry you got caught."  With that, David left the room.


As David walked down the hallway, a man
stepped out of another visitation room.  The man was Rob Beckel.  He was most
likely visiting his sister, who had been convicted of conspiracy and inciting
criminal activity.


"Hey, Fucker," Beckel said when
he saw David.  "Payback's a bitch, ain't it?"


"This was your idea of payback,
Beckel?  Clearly you haven't gotten any smarter."


Just then, an officer came out, leading
Sherry.


"Nearly got you put in jail,"
Beckel said.


"No you didn't.  I was never a
serious suspect.  All you did was cost me one of my best friends.  You and that
tramp sister of yours."


"You're just jealous," Sherry
said.  "You wanted to do me all year long, and I screwed him
instead."


David stepped close to her, and looked
straight into her eyes.  "I'd rather fuck a lamia."


Sherry's eyes hardened, but the officer
pulled her away, to head back to her cell.


"Things ain't over between us,
Stroud," Beckel said.


"You planning to be a coward about
it again, Beckel?" David asked, "Or are you going to actually come at
me yourself?"


Beckel snarled, and stormed off.  David
sighed audibly, stuck a pixie stick in his mouth, and went to reclaim his
personal effects.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David arrived at the stadium early enough
to get a fourth-row seat.  He'd come alone, since he had no girlfriend, and
neither Flo nor Ellie was into this kind of thing.


It didn't take too long before the house
lights dimmed, and the stage lights came up.  The orchestra filed onto the
stage, taking their seats in an orderly and dignified manner.  The reason he
had come to hear them play was that Olissa was in the orchestra.  She was the
last one on the stage, and she moved to the side, where her crystal melodium
was located.  She wore a flowing ivory-colored gown that was very flattering on
her.  She didn't step inside her instrument just yet, but waited patiently for
their conductor.


Prof. Johnston walked onto the stage to
polite applause from the audience.  She bowed slightly, and then took her place
on the conductor's platform.  She turned and nodded to Olissa, who nodded in
return, and then stepped into her melodium.


Prof. Johnston raised her wand, and the
orchestra prepared to play.  After a four-count, the music began.


David had to admit that the orchestra was
of middling quality.  They were acceptable, without any obvious flaws, but the
music showed minimal real feeling from the musicians.  For most of the music,
Olissa played a background role, providing a quiet, harmonious backdrop to the
louder orchestra.


All this changed about three-quarters the
way through the performance.  At that point, the melodium was shifted toward
center stage.  When Olissa moved back inside of it, Prof. Johnston merely
waited for her to begin, baton raised.


When Olissa began her song, the crystal
melodium's music filled the stadium.  The orchestra faded away to
insignificance in the background.  As David well knew, Olissa played the
melodium instinctively, and her music reflected that.  She led the orchestra
through the entire piece, her body turning and her arms rising and falling as
she played the instrument.  As the music reached a crescendo, her movements
grew more rapid, and the water within the melodium splashed somewhat as she
twisted this way and that, making the crystal sing its beautiful song.


Finally, the song reached its pinnacle,
the entire orchestra joining in to create a wondrous conclusion to a beautiful
opus.  When the music ended, the audience erupted in applause.


There were two more songs for Olissa,
both of them as grandiose and exquisite as the first.  When she reached the end
of her third piece, she stepped out of the melodium to a standing ovation.  She
took an embarrassed bow, then turned to Prof. Johnston, who stepped down off
her platform, came over to Olissa, and took her hand.  Together, the two of
them bowed to the audience, which continued to applaud.  After that, Prof.
Johnston had the entire orchestra rise and bow.  Finally, she ushered the
orchestra off stage.


The house lights came up at that point,
and most people made their way out of the stadium.  David hung around.  He
wanted to congratulate Olissa.


When Olissa came out from backstage,
David was waiting at the edge of the stage.  He applauded quietly for her, and
then hopped up on stage with her.  David saw her boyfriend, Elean, approaching
from the other end of the stage.


David handed Olissa the rose he'd brought
for her.  She smiled and thanked him for it.  Then he gave her a kiss on the
cheek.


Elean arrived at that point.


"You did good," he told her. 
David raised an eyebrow; it was faint praise, from a boyfriend.  Elean seemed
more interested in the instrument than in Olissa.  He stepped inside briefly,
before he jumped right back out.


"Argh!  I'm soaked!  How do you keep
from getting drenched?"


David smiled and said, "It helps if
you're wearing a magically enchanted dress."  David had bought the dress
for her, over her objection, because he'd wanted her to look as pretty as her
music sounded.


Elean grumbled.  "C'mon, Olissa. 
I'll take you down to town to celebrate."


Olissa smiled at him, but she turned to
David.  "Thank you for coming.  And for the rose."


"Wouldn't have missed it.  You were
the star of the show."


She touched his arm, and then turned to
accompany her boyfriend out of the stadium.  David watched them go, then headed
out himself.  Jailla swooped down from the high perch he'd found to sit on.


"She really plays that
wonderfully," Jailla said.


"Yeah," David agreed.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"So, are you ready for the
final?" Jess asked David.  They had just left their Government Operations
class, and were walking down the stairs from the castle together.


"I think so.  This class is pretty
straightforward.  You just have to make sure you remember your facts, because
Prof. Burke is going to ask for all of them."


Jess chuckled.  "Ain't that the
truth!"


David looked in front of, and then
behind, them, to see that no one else was in earshot.  Once he was sure of
that, he said, "Hey, Jess... you're a part of the school's gay and bi
community, right?"


"You know I'm a lesbian,
David..."


"No, I mean you... well, socialize,
with the other gay and bi people?"


"Oh.  Well, somewhat.  I mean, it's
not like we've formed a club or anything, but we do tend to know who we are. 
Why?"


"I was wondering if you could help
me," David said, and then explained what it was he was looking for.


Jess bit her lip, then said, "Well,
I can't make any promises, but I'll ask around.  This would be a one-time
deal?"


"Probably."


"Okay.  I'll see what I can do for
you."


"Thanks.  Let me know as soon as you
can, alright?"


"Sure."


They had reached the bottom of the
stairway by that point, and they split off to go to their respective
destinations.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David was sitting on a bench outside,
enjoying the warm afternoon.  Jailla was off flying with another bird.  David
was sucking on a pixie stick, trying to relax.  He'd just finished up his last
Advanced Divination class before their final exam, and he was a bit worried
about it.  Normally he would be in Sword and Staff, but Prof. Teller was giving
them the week off, to rest, recover, and prepare for their weapons-carry exam
the following week.


Suddenly, someone thumped down onto the
bench beside David.  He turned to see Olissa looking at him, a bit of passion
in her eyes.


"Master," she said, her voice
quiet but earnest, "why don't you take me back to your room and make me
have sex with you all night long?"


"Hmm," David said with a
smile.  "Sounds like fun, but aren't you attached?"


Olissa leaned forward and kissed him, her
tongue sliding into his mouth.  David didn't resist in the slightest, his hand
sliding along her side as they kissed.


"Get your hands off my girl!" a
voice said.  As they broke their kiss, the voice continued, "How dare you
mess around with a girl who's already in a relationship!  Prepare to defend
yourself!"


The voice belonged to Elean, and Olissa
looked at David with a bit of trepidation.


"You set this up, didn't you?"
David asked.  Olissa bit her lip in response.  "Okay, then," David
said.  He leaned back, and then pulled out his wand.


Turning away from Olissa, he planted his
left hand on the back of the bench and vaulted over it, his wand already
pointing at his aggressor.


"Let's do this!" David said,
aggressively.


Elean, seeing who he was facing, raised
both of his hands so quickly that his wand went flying behind him. 
"Aah!" he cried.  "Uh... hey, look, um... I didn't mean..."


"No, no," David said. 
"You told me to defend myself.  Now, maybe you're not aware, but Olissa
belongs to me... so, I'll give you a chance to go pick up your wand,
then we can do this thing right.  Go on, get your wand."


Elean backed up until his wand was in
front of him.  He was shaking as he bent down to get it.  When he stood up, he
was confronted with David, not five feet in front of him.


"Boo!" David shouted.


Elean screamed and went running off. 
David chuckled at him, and then put away his wand.  He shook his head as he
turned around and went back to the bench where Olissa was sitting.


"I'm sorry," she said.  "I
just couldn't think of any other way to get him to leave me alone.  I'd already
tried to tell him we should see other people, but he wasn't hearing any of
it."


"Hmm," David said.  "I
think you just like seeing me scare your boyfriends."


Olissa giggled and turned her eyes
downward.


"So," David said, "Did my
slave really want me to make her fuck me all night long?  I do have a room to
myself..."


When Olissa looked back into his eyes,
the hint of lust that had been there before was full-blown.


They made it back to David's dorm room in
record time.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Your practical exam is not about
power, please understand that.  I am looking for your ability to control it. 
If you have control, you can always obtain power... but your power will also
always be limited to the electricity available to you.  If, for instance, you
happen to be standing next to an Earth nuclear power plant, you could probably
destroy a small city with this ability.  I tell you this not to give you ideas,
but to point out just how dangerous this can be.


"Now then, you may begin your
written exam.  I will call each of you to the front at random for your
practical exam.  Starting with Keith Whitley."


David could see Keith's nervousness as he
walked to the front.  He smiled slightly, and then turned his attention to his
own exam.  Because the topic of the semester was so narrow, the exam was quite
in-depth, and David had to really concentrate to come up with the answers that
Prof. Rutherford was seeking.


David had finished his exam, and was
going over it to check for errors, when she finally called his name.  David was
the last one to be called.  He took his exam up with him, and set it on her
desk.


"Finished?"


"Yes, ma'am."


"Good.  Then when we're done here,
you can go.  Do you plan to continue on with elemandy, David?"


"I haven't decided yet.  Do you
think I should?"


"Well, without knowing what else
you'll be pursuing, all I can say is that I think it would be worth your time. 
You aren't the strongest elemander in my classes, by any means, but you have
fabulous control, which is almost better.  You can do more, with less, than
some of the more powerful students.  Anyway, it's something for you to think
about.  I would be willing to act as your faculty advisor, if you do pursue
it."


"Thank you, Professor."


"You're welcome.  Now, let's get on
with the demonstration, shall we?  Start with a ball of lightning, if you will."


David concentrated, and slowly brought
together not one, but two balls of lightning, one in each hand.  He then began
to juggle them.  This was made possible because he was controlling the balls
with his mind.  He couldn't juggle at all.  After a few rounds of juggling, he
tossed the balls up, and then let them spiral down around each other, until
they each came to rest in a hand.


"Now, dissipate them," Prof.
Rutherford said.  This was more difficult than the way they had initially
gotten rid of them, which was by grounding them to something.  Instead, he had
to focus his mind and release the electric energy into the atmosphere at a
gradual rate, so that it wouldn't cause any damage.  Slowly, the electric balls
dissolved into nothingness.


"Now, a sheet of electricity, if you
would, riding along the metal plate."


This was an easy task for David, and he
performed it easily, the sheet of glowing plasma flowing over the metal,
rippling here and there, and the energy crackled.


"Very good.  You may end it."


Instantly, the sheet disappeared,
grounded into the plate.


"Now, bolt lightning, in whatever
safe form you choose."


David had thought about this, and so he
started by putting his hands together, as if praying.  After a second, he
slowly pulled his hands apart, a bright, dancing line of electricity connecting
them.  The bolt was dazzling, and hard to look at, it was so bright.  Once his
hands were about a foot and a half apart, David raised his hands until his
elbows were at a right angle.  Suddenly, the lightning bolt dropped from his
hands to his elbows.  It was somewhat dimmer now, and it got dimmer still as it
moved from his elbows up toward his hands, turning his forearms into a Jacob's
ladder, which repeated over and over, brighter at the bottom, dimmer at the
top.


"Very nice," Prof. Rutherford
said, impressed.  "Now, dissipate it."


David let the energy return to his hands
before he dropped them back to level, and the bolt of energy grew in intensity
again.  He slowly moved his hands closer together, and every hair on his body
stood on end as the electricity passed over him and escaped into the
environment.


Once the bolt was gone, he dropped his
hands.


"Definitely an A," Prof.
Rutherford said.  "Well done."


"Thank you, Professor."


"You earned it, David.  Whatever you
decide to do, good luck.  I'm sure you'll succeed, whatever you choose to
tackle next."


David nodded, then he turned and left the
room.  A pixie stick soon found its way into his mouth.  It wasn't his only
final exam for the day.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Good afternoon, David," Prof.
Zoroaster said.  "Come on in."


"Good afternoon, Professor.  Oh,
hello, Prof. Dartson.  I didn't realize you were part of the testing
today."


"For some students," he
confirmed.  "Please, have a seat."


David sat down in front of the usual
table.


"Do you have your crystal ball with
you?" Prof. Zoroaster asked.


"Yes, sir."  David
concentrated, and the ball appeared on the table in front of them all.


"Good.  We're going to test you on
blockbusting magic today.  As a crystallomancer, yours is the skill most
impacted by anti-divination magic, and so we want to make sure that you have a
good, solid grasp of how to break through that blockage.


"Prof. Dartson and I have each
enacted privacy blocks on a friend of yours.  Your job will be to perform a
divination on each person, and tell us what you see."


"Um... have these friends agreed to
this?"


"Yes, but you get points for asking
that question," Prof. Dartson said.  "It's important that you always
consider that issue when you begin to divine personal information."


David nodded.  Prof. Zoroaster said,
"First, you will divine my chosen subject, Gwen Hasterscant."


"Anything in particular I'm supposed
to try to see?"


"No.  If you can see anything at
all, that will be good enough."


David nodded again, and then he focused
his attention on the crystal ball.  The green haze appeared before him, and he
saw the weird symbols that he'd come to recognize as someone blocking his
attempt.  He took a deep breath, deepened his concentration, and uttered the
first of several blockbuster spells that he remembered.  The first didn't
work.  The second one, however, got him a fuzzy look at what Gwen was doing.


David continued to watch as he narrated
what he saw.  "Gwen is... not at the school.  She's in what looks like a
workshop.  She seems comfortable, so I think it's either her workshop, or she
works in it a lot.  She is putting together something small... about the size
of my little finger.  I can't tell for sure what it is.  She's humming to
herself, and she appears to be enjoying herself."


David pulled out of the vision, and
looked up at his instructors, both of whom were quite impressed with his work.


"That was a very good reading.  How
clear was the image?"


"Fuzzy, but good enough to tell what
was going on, obviously.  If I had to guess, I'd say what I saw was eight or
nine months away."


"Good.  Very good," Prof.
Zoroaster said, making some notes on a parchment.


"Now," Prof. Dartson said,
"You will view my subject.  I chose Eleanor Hasterscant.  Be forewarned,
I'm a better impediveur than Prof. Zoroaster is."


David grinned slightly.  "She
prefers to be called Ellie, by the way."


David leaned forward again, invoking the
haze and concentrating.  Every time he tried to view Ellie's future, however,
he ended up seeing something about Anne, or Gwen, or even Nick Hasterscant
once.


Ah.  It's not blocking me.  It's
redirecting me, David thought to himself.  He concentrated, focusing all
his energy.  He used his strongest blockbuster spell, and soon enough, he was
viewing Ellie.  The image was very grainy; more so than it should have been,
because David recognized the event as only a year away.  It was Ellie's
graduation ceremony.


"I see Ellie's graduation.  She's
received her license.  Now the image is shifting... Okay, it's not the
anti-divination stuff, it's a time shift in the vision... It's after the
ceremony.  Gwen, Anne, and I are all there to congratulate Ellie... Anne is
their sister... but I don't see their parents anywhere.  There is a certain...
sadness, or upset, among all four of us.  For some reason, Mr. and Mrs.
Hasterscant have not attended the graduation."


"Do you know why?"


"I think I know why without the
divination, but no, I cannot divine the reason they're not there."


"Very well, then," Prof.
Dartson said.  "You may stop."


David pulled out of the vision.  He was a
bit fatigued; he hadn't had to strain that hard in a long while.


"I'm surprised, once again, that you
got past my block," Prof. Dartson admitted.  "Prof. Zoroaster was
right in his assessment of you.  You are one of our strongest students... and
the strongest one who plans on staying past his fourth year.  We did get the
right information?  You are staying for next year?"


"Yes, sir."  Students had to
file a notice of intent to continue their schooling after each year, except
their first.


"In which case, we'd like to give
you this," Prof. Zoroaster said, handing a certificate over to David.


David took it and read it quickly.  It
was an official approval for directed study by the Divination Department. 
David looked up at the two professors.


"Normally, you would have to
announce your intent for directed study, then discuss it with us, and we'd talk
it over, and then sign that certificate...  But in this case, we want you to
know that, if you want to continue with Divination, you are more than welcome. 
We will understand if you want to focus on something else, but I'll admit,
we'll be a little disappointed if we don't see you next year."


"Thank you... both of you.  I
haven't yet figured out my plans, but I will certainly be giving it a lot of
thought."


"Good.  You passed, by the way, as
if you didn't already know that."


David grinned.  He shook both professors'
hands, and left the room, staring at the certificate and trying to figure out
exactly what he did want to do the following year.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Professor, would you mind if I
handle this one alone?" David asked.


Prof. Blackstone asked, "Why?"


"She's a close friend.  I'd like to
be the one that tells her."


The professor nodded.  "Okay.  She's
the last student, anyway.  As part of your apprenticeship next year, I have
already signed you up as my teaching assistant again."


"Yes, sir."


"Have a good summer, and I'll see
you in three months."


David shook the professor's hand, and
then followed him out into the main room.


David called out, "Olissa
Volaire."  He waited as she walked up to the front of the room.  His poker
face served him well at the moment, as his look was completely blank as he
ushered her into the side room.


Olissa stood, facing David as he closed
the door.  He turned and looked at her.


"Do you know what I'm going to
say?" David asked.  It was the same question that Prof. Blackstone had
asked everyone.


"I'm not sure," Olissa
admitted.  "My grades are okay, but the results I've been getting haven't
exactly been promising."


David nodded.  "And that's the rub,
I'm afraid.  I'm sorry, Sweetheart, but you won't be invited to continue on in
Conjuring."


Olissa frowned, and bowed her head. 
David moved close, and put his hands on her arms, rubbing gently in
encouragement.


"It's not the end of the
world," David said, not wanting her to cry over it.  "Not everyone is
a good conjurer."


Olissa nodded.  She looked up at him as
she wiped her eyes.  "Why didn't Prof. Blackstone tell me, like everyone
else?"


"I thought it might sting less if it
came from me," David said sincerely, "so I asked him if I could tell
you myself."


Olissa sniffed, and nodded.  David pulled
her to him, and she embraced him tightly, crying gently.


"I know you worked hard on this
class," David said.  "It's not your fault that you didn't succeed. 
This skill is just... not one you can master."


"I know," Olissa said, pulling
away from him.  "I've known for a while, I guess.  I just don't like
failing.  Plus, you spent a lot of time helping me, and all that was
wasted."


"I have never wasted a minute
spending time with you," David assured her.  She smiled slightly, and then
he kissed her.  She kissed him back strongly, but then let him go.


"Did you try to cheer up all the
girls this way?" she asked, teasing him.


"Only the really cute ones,"
David said with a wink.  Olissa blushed.  "Do you have any more
classes?"


"No."


"Well, go back to your room and take
it easy for the rest of the day.  I've got to get to GovOps."


"Okay.  David?  Thanks for telling
me yourself."


David kissed her again, then he led her
out of the room, and he hurried off to his final class of the year.


-----


"David!"


David turned to see Jess hurrying down
the stairway from the castle to the Academy level after him.  They had just
left their final Government Operations class for the year.  He stopped to wait
for her.


"Hey," she said when she
reached him.  "You and I have been too busy for me to connect with you
this week.  I did find what you're looking for.  Her name is Patrice.  I asked
her to drop by your room tomorrow at three o'clock, so you could talk to her. 
Is that good?"


"I'll make it work," David
said.  "Thanks, Jess."


"No problem.  Good luck."


-----


When David entered Byron Hall, there was
a buzz among the tables.  He had no idea what it was about, but his friends
were sitting in their usual spot, so he figured he'd find out soon enough.


"Hey, guys," David said, sitting
down.  He didn't ask any questions until he had ordered his food.  Once the
pixie was gone, he said, "So, what's all the hubbub about?"


"You didn't hear?" Simon asked.


"Obviously not..." David
replied, hoping to elicit more information.


"The news was posted a little while
ago.  The king received a notice of sovereignty from Vrudena.  Alpha Gadevok is
dead."


"Holy crap," David said. 
"Who's the new alpha?"


"His name is Alpha Hurovlad.  No one
knows anything about him.  He wasn't, as far as I know, part of the Vrudenan
government before now."


"Great.  So they have some newbie on
the throne?" David asked, concerned.


"Looks that way," Gwen replied.


"That's not unusual for
Vrudena," Simon said reassuringly.  "Their system of succession often
leads to someone completely new on the throne.  They seek strength in their
leader, and a lot of times the government people have become too weak to
compete."


"Uh-huh," David said. 
"But does he believe in any of the things Alpha Gadevok talked about when
he was here last year?"


"No one knows," Gwen told him.


"Just peachy.  And did he get the
year or two of training that he was supposed to, before Alpha Gadevok died?"


"No one knows that, either,"
Simon admitted.


"Great."  David dug into his
dinner with gusto.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David heard the knock on the door, and he
waved the door open from where he was at the table.  Ellie came in, as he had
expected, and she closed the door behind herself.


"Hey," she said, walking over
to him and giving him a deep kiss.  He kissed her back strongly for a long
moment, then broke their lip lock, but still held on to her.


"So, it's time for your last lesson
of the school year," David told her lightly.


"Hmm.  Sounds like fun," she
told him with a grin.


"It... might not be," David
admitted.  Ellie frowned worriedly, but didn't say anything.  "Our last
new lesson made you uncomfortable physically," David said.


Ellie interjected, "And I got over
that quick."  They had shared anal sex several times since Valentine's
Day.


"And how," David agreed,
smiling at her.  "But today's lesson might make you uncomfortable
emotionally.  Just remember, you promised to try anything I would present to
you."


"I know.  You're making me
nervous," she told him.


"Yeah, I know.  I'm just reminding
you... and stalling.  Anyway, the point is, while I will be present today, I'm
not going to be your sex partner."


"Um...  Then, who is?" she
asked, her nerves really showing now.


David walked her over to the door of his
bedroom, which was closed.  He opened it, to reveal a pretty young woman with
dark brown hair and green eyes.  She had a fairly nice body, and was roughly
Ellie's height.  Her breasts weren't quite as large as Ellie's, but they were
still a good handful.


"She is," David said.


Ellie took a moment to absorb this, then
said, "What?"


David put his hand along Ellie's lower
back, to keep her from backing away or running from the situation.  He kept his
voice low and even, while Patrice merely stood still, with a slight smile on
her face.  David had already noted the flick of her eyes as she evaluated
Ellie's body.


"Well, we know you like guys.  But
we need to find out if you have any affinity for girls.  In order to figure
that out, you actually have to try it, to push past the automatic reaction you
just had to the idea."


"Oh.  But... um... who is she?"


"She's a friend of a friend."


"I don't know about this,
David..."


"Would you feel better if I remained
in the room?"


Ellie thought for a second, then nodded.


"Is that okay with you?" David
asked Patrice.  This question had already been discussed, but David wanted to
make absolutely sure.


"It wouldn't be the first time. 
But, and I know I already said this to you earlier, but no touching.  I have no
interest in guys at all."


"I won't be joining in," David
said.  "If I touch you, it will be to stop you from doing whatever it is
you're doing to her."


"Okay."


David turned to Ellie, gave her a kiss,
and then turned her toward Patrice.  He moved over into a corner and did his
best to be inconspicuous, while still remaining visible, so that Ellie would
have that visual touchstone for her security.


Patrice made the first move, as she knew
she had to.  "You're very pretty," she said to Ellie.  Her voice was
quiet, calming, with a note of encouragement.


"You, too," Ellie said.  She
was clearly very nervous about the situation.


"Thank you," she said.  She
moved close to Ellie, and asked, "Do you want to undress first, or do you
want to start out with just some kissing?"


"Uh... maybe just kissing first?  I
don't know..."


"I understand.  Believe it or not, I
was just like you my first time," Patrice said.  "I was at summer
camp, and this other girl in my sleeping quarters offered to show me what it
was like.  If you enjoy it, it doesn't mean you're gay, I promise.  I know lots
of girls who like both."  Patrice gently took Ellie's hand and pulled her
over to the bed.  They sat down together, facing each other.


Patrice leaned in slowly.  At first,
Ellie leaned back, but then, screwing up her courage, she moved forward, until
she was only a couple inches from Patrice's face.  Patrice leaned in the last
bit, and their lips touched.  The kiss was gentle at first, a mere brush of the
lips.  Their second kiss was firmer, and their third was yet more heated. 
Patrice slid closer to Ellie, and slipped her hand around to the back of
Ellie's neck, holding her in place.  Patrice slid her tongue out and probed
Ellie's lips.  Slowly, Ellie gave in and opened her mouth, admitting the soft,
wet intruder.  Patrice's tongue slid slowly and sensuously across Ellie's
tongue, encouraging it to come out and play.  Eventually, Ellie complied,
slipping her tongue into Patrice's mouth, so that they could continue their
dance.


As the kissing continued, Patrice moved
her hand down off Ellie's neck.  She slid it over Ellie's shoulder and down her
arm.  Taking Ellie's hand in hers, Patrice placed Ellie's hand on her breast. 
She held it in place until Ellie got the idea and softly squeezed Patrice's
tit.  Patrice moaned in encouragement, and then let her hand slide back up
Ellie's arm.


The pair continued to kiss as Patrice
moved her hand along Ellie's side, slipping down until she could cup Ellie's
tit.  Ellie gasped as Patrice's hand fondled her breast, molding it with her fingers.


For the longest time, the two stayed like
that, their hands, lips, and tongues moving, but little else.  Finally, Patrice
pulled Ellie down onto the bed, where they continued to kiss, but Patrice slid
her hand back and forth, caressing and toying with both of Ellie's tits as they
continued to kiss.  Once she was sure that Ellie wouldn't object, Patrice began
to unfasten Ellie's blouse, exposing her bare skin.


Slowly, Patrice removed Ellie's blouse. 
She ran her hand over the bare skin, and over her breasts, now only covered by
a bra.  Taking a chance, she slipped her hand into the top of Ellie's bra,
caressing the flesh of her tit directly, running her fingers over the nipple. 
Ellie gasped in surprise and pleasure, but did not break their kiss.  Patrice
pressed her hand downward, and then pulled the bra out and up, letting Ellie's
breasts pop free of their confines.  Her hand, now able to access the skin
directly, softly slid back and forth across Ellie's chest, playing with her
nipples and massaging her breasts.


At long last, Patrice broke their kiss. 
Ellie was a bit breathless from the kissing.  As she realized that her breasts
were exposed to Patrice's gaze, she blushed, but she didn't bother covering
herself.


"You've got very nice breasts,"
Patrice told her.  "And though yours are better than mine, I guess it's
only fair if I show them to you."  With that, Patrice removed her T-shirt,
and then reached back and unfastened her bra, tossing it to the floor.  Her
tits bounced free, topped with tight, dark areolas and nipples that stood
proudly.


"You're beautiful," Ellie said
to Patrice.  She squirmed around and reached back to unfasten her own bra,
tossing it on the floor.


"Should we just get rid of the rest
of our clothes now, or you want to kiss some more?" Patrice asked with a
smile.


"Um..." Ellie said, hesitating,
then said, "both?"


Patrice giggled, and unfastened her
pants.  She pushed them down her legs and off, and then did the same with her
underwear.  Meanwhile, Ellie was struggling to get her jeans off her legs. 
Patrice helped her once she'd finished with her own clothes, and then she
slowly peeled Ellie's panties down off her legs.  Now the two girls were
completely nude.


Patrice lay back down on the bed, and the
two girls were quickly kissing once again.  Patrice returned her hand to
Ellie's breast.  Ellie moaned in pleasure, but her position was a bit awkward
for her to reciprocate.  Patrice didn't pay much attention as she let her own
hand slide down across Ellie's stomach.  As her fingertip stopped overtop of
Ellie's erect clit and began to rub, Ellie broke their kiss.


"Holy shit!" she cried out. 
Patrice didn't return to kissing her, but instead focused her attention on
Ellie's clit, rubbing it furiously.  She moved down and started to suck Ellie's
nipple while her finger worked its magic.


Ellie's hand went to the back of
Patrice's head, holding her firmly to her breast.  Her body was heating up
rapidly from Patrice's ministrations, and she could feel that an orgasm wasn't
too far off.  When it hit, Ellie cried out and her body froze, rippling in
little shivers as her climax swept over her body.


Patrice let loose of Ellie, so that she
could calm down from her orgasm, but she didn't move away.  Instead, she pulled
Ellie further onto the bed, and then slipped between her legs.  By the time
Patrice had managed that, Ellie had calmed from her orgasm, and so Patrice bent
her head down to begin to lick at Ellie's pussy lips.


Ellie moaned in pleasure as Patrice's
tongue worked her over.  Patrice licked this way and that for a long few
minutes, until she slipped her middle finger deep into Ellie's pussy,
finger-fucking her with deep, slow motions.  She moved her mouth up and began
to lick and suck on Ellie's clit.  Ellie was quickly heating up as Patrice
expertly worked her over.  Ellie could not keep her hips still, and Patrice had
to use her free hand to hold Ellie in place as she continued to suck on her
clit.


Finally, Ellie let out a long,
"Oh!" and came.  Her body shuddered as she let the climax wash over
her, filling her with pleasure.


As soon as Ellie's orgasm started,
Patrice pulled her finger out, and moved away, just in case Ellie was too
tender to continue immediately.  It took a long moment before Ellie was
coherent enough to do much of anything.


When Patrice saw that Ellie was ready,
she said, "Now, are you ready to do me?"


"I'm not sure... I'm not sure that I
even know what to do," Ellie admitted.


"You know what I just did to
you?"


"Yeah..."


"That's a good place to start,"
Patrice said with a smile.  She moved over Ellie, straddling her shoulders,
which lowered her pussy right down to Ellie's mouth.  "Just lick me like
you'd want to be licked, and I know I'll enjoy it."


Ellie stared for a long moment at the
pussy in front of her eyes.


"Come on, now..." Patrice said
encouragingly.  "It's not hard."


Slowly, Ellie's tongue slipped out of her
mouth, and then ran lightly over Patrice's pussy lips.


"Ooh, I like that," Patrice
said reassuringly.  "A little harder, though, would be better."


Ellie complied, pressing her tongue more
firmly against Patrice's pussy.  Patrice moaned in pleasure.  Figuring she was
doing something right, Ellie continued to slip her tongue this way and that
across Patrice's cunt lips.


"My clit.  Suck on my clit,"
Patrice said, her voice a little hoarse.


Ellie moved her mouth up, finding
Patrice's clit and pulling it into her mouth.  She sucked hard on it, and
flicked the tip of her tongue across it, as well.


"Oh, fuck yeah!" Patrice cried
out.  "So good.  Keep doing that!"


Ellie did as she was told.  Remembering
that Patrice had also used her finger, Ellie took her index finger and slid it
into Patrice's pussy, sliding it in and out at a good pace.


In no time at all, Patrice was crying out
as she came, her hips rocking against Ellie's face as her juices poured over
Ellie's chin.


Ellie couldn't do much more than wait for
Patrice to be finished.  When she settled, Patrice looked down and said,
"I don't know if you enjoyed doing that, but you're sure as hell good at
it!"


Ellie smiled up at her, wondering what
came next.


"I want more of that," Patrice
said, "but let's do sixty-nine."


Ellie knew what that was, since she had
done it several times with David.  She waited as Patrice turned herself around,
and then lowered her pussy back down to Ellie's face.  Patrice then bent over,
and as Ellie started to lick Patrice's cunt once again, she felt Patrice's
tongue on her own pussy.  Both girls moaned in pleasure.


The two girls each worked their tongues,
lips, and fingers against the other.  Ellie tried to mimic Patrice's moves, to
give her as good as she was getting.  Ellie, however, was more sensitive, and
her body started to heat up more rapidly than Patrice.  In short order, Ellie
was right on the verge of her climax.  When Patrice flicked her tongue
repeatedly along the side of her clit, Ellie went over the edge, crying out as
she came.


Patrice moved off of Ellie during her
orgasm.  She knew that Ellie was ready for something new.  "Time for a bit
of bump and grind," she said to Ellie.


"Hmm?" Ellie asked, feeling
wonderful, but not sure what Patrice was talking about.


Patrice had Ellie raise up on her arms
and bend one leg so there was a space beneath her knee, and then she slid her
body into place, her pussy pressing tightly against Ellie's, her one leg under
Ellie's knee, her other leg over Ellie's opposite leg, her body mostly facing
downward.


"Now, we roll our hips, like
this," Patrice said, and she began to circle her hips, rubbing her pussy
and clit firmly against Ellie's cunt.


"Oh, fuck," Ellie opined.


"Come on, join in," Patrice
encouraged.


Ellie tried to copy Patrice's movements,
and it felt even more incredible as their pussies slipped wetly against each
other.  Ellie's clit got stimulated on each gyration, and she felt her body
building to a massive orgasm.  Patrice, likewise, was beginning to pant hard
and fast.


The two women continued to work
themselves up, their arousal rising to a fever pitch.  Patrice came first, her
body jolting and bucking against Ellie as she screamed out her pleasure.  The
forcefulness of her movements, however, pushed Ellie right over the edge, and
she cried out as well, her body shuddering uncontrollably as her orgasm took
hold.


It was a long minute before they came
down from their highs, and Patrice collapsed on the bed.  Ellie slowly sank
down, fully sated and completely unable to move.


David, knowing they were finished,
finally came out of the corner.  He picked up Patrice's clothes, piling them
neatly on a chair.  He saw that Patrice was trying to move, but was having
difficulty untangling herself.  He went over and offered her a hand.


"Thanks," she said quietly.  He
kept her hand as she stood, which was useful, as she was quite wobbly on her
feet.


"You want to shower while you're
here?" David asked.


"Just a quick one, if you don't
mind," Patrice said.


"Take all the time you want,"
he said, ushering her out of the bedroom.  "And thank you for your
help."


"She just really wanted to know what
it was like to have sex with a girl?"


"Something like that, yeah.  She's
learning all aspects of sex.  This is one of them."


"I guess.  Anyway, if she wants to
do it again, she can give me a call."


David smiled at her, and then let her go
into the bathroom to shower.  He returned to Ellie, who was still fairly
motionless on the bed.


"Enjoy yourself?" David asked.


"Hell, yes!" she enthused. 
"I never thought I'd like that kind of thing, but she sure knew how to
push all my buttons."


"Better than me?" David asked.


"No, not quite.  That last thing
came close, though."


David chuckled.  "Take a nap.  You
can shower after she leaves."


"'kay," she said.  She turned
on her side, and closed her eyes.  David took an extra blanket and threw it
over her, so she wouldn't get cold.  He went out to the main room and stared
out the window.


"Did it go well?" Jailla asked.


"I'm sure you heard, since we didn't
even close the door," David replied.


"Yes."


"Just one problem," David said.


"What's that?"


"Now I'm horny enough to be the
brass section of the orchestra, and my only potential partner is worn out and
asleep!"


Jailla chuckled at that.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Are you ready for your exam?"
Jailla asked David.  They were walking across the terrace.  This test was also
being held in the cafeteria.  It was after lunch, however, so it did not
interfere with the third-years who had taken their travel endorsement exam
earlier in the day.


"Can you ever be ready for something
like this?" David asked.


"Perhaps not.  Good luck,"
Jailla said, then winged off for some exercise while David took his exam. 
Familiars were not allowed into the testing area, as it would be unfair for
them to help with the exam.


David met up with Olissa, Gwen, Jess, and
Flo outside of the cafeteria.  He gave Olissa a strong hug and a kiss, because
she was clearly terrified.  He gave Gwen and Flo hugs of encouragement, and smiled
at Jess.


"Everyone ready?" David asked.


"No," they all said in unison. 
Then they all laughed; it was a tension reaction.


"We could all put it off till next
year..." David suggested lightly.


"NO!" came the expected shout
of objection.


"In that case, I guess we'd better
go in.  Where are Simon and Heath?"


"Already inside," Gwen said. 
"They couldn't bear standing out here waiting."


"Sorry, I didn't realize I was
late."


"No problem."


The group all went inside, signed in with
the lady at the desk, and got their table assignments.  The process was exactly
the same as for last year's travel exam, only they had an extra hour for
completion, and the test was much longer and more detailed.  David attacked the
test in his usual fashion: he answered the questions he was sure of first, then
he went back and looked over the ones that required a little thought, leaving
the hardest ones for very last.  Once he'd finished, he looked over his test
for obvious mistakes.  He could continue that process indefinitely, so
he limited himself to just one thorough re-read.  By the time he'd finished
that, there was only a half-hour of test time left.


David rose from his cubicle, and turned
in his test.


"When will we find out if we've
passed?" David asked quietly.


"This is not the entire exam,"
the lady said.  She handed him a piece of paper.  "Check this tomorrow
morning.  There will be instructions on it as to where to go and what to do. 
If the instructions tell you to go to the registrar's office, then you did not
pass the written exam."


"Okay.  Thank you."


"Good luck," she said
politely.  With that, David left the cafeteria.  A pixie stick was in his mouth
seconds later.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


In the morning, David's first act was to
look at the scrap of paper he'd been given.  He'd tacked it up to his wall, so
there was no chance of losing it.  What he saw there caused a sigh of relief.


Written Exam Grade: 93 (A - excellent)


 


Instructions:  You are to go to the entrance lift
on the terrace.  Ride down on the lift alone.  As soon as you are below ground,
utter the following phrase: 


Eraya bango tesuto setrie  


This will take you to the location for the
completion of your citizenship exam.  You should arrive no later than 10 a.m.,
Tuesday morning.


 


Good luck,

Elias Coolidge,

Testing Coordinator,

Callamandian Citizenship Board


 


What the hell?  Our final test is
inside Mt. Woodward?  David had always known that there was a lot of hidden
space inside the mountain, but to find out that he would now discover some more
of it was hard to take, on this already stressful day.  David chose to deal
with that as he had been dealing with many things lately: he slipped a pixie
stick in his mouth.


-----


"Eraya bango tesuto setrie,"
David said as soon as the lift left the daylight.  The bubble around the lift
shifted, a wave of light passing over it in acknowledgment of the command.  The
lift dropped further than the entrance to faculty housing, perhaps halfway to
the bottom of the mountain, before it came to rest.  Once it stopped, the
bubble faded, and a section of the shaft wall melted away to the sides,
exposing an opening to a tunnel.  The tunnel was lit with torches, much like
the faculty housing entrance.  David hesitantly stepped into the tunnel.  Once
he'd stepped off the lift, the bubble returned, effectively sealing the tunnel
entrance, to keep him from falling.  Or, he realized, backing out.


Once David had cleared the entrance to
the tunnel, the wall "grew" back into place from where it had melted
away.  This left David with only one direction in which to go, and so he turned
forward and walked down the passageway, a pixie stick firmly clamped in his
mouth.


At the end of the hallway was a large,
white room.  It was brightly lit by some means, though nothing was discernible. 
David figured the room must be enchanted to be a light source unto itself, as
he couldn't even see any shadows.  There was one other person there already, a
girl that he knew only in passing.  He didn't even know her name.


"Hey, David," she said. 
"You here to test me?"


"Uh... no?  I'm here for my
test."


"Oh.  I guess we're going to be
tested together, then."


"I suppose.  You got any idea what
this test is like?"


"Nope.  Like our wizarding license,
there's a Gag Order on this test."


"Joy.  I'm sorry... what's your
name?"


The girl giggled.  "It's Joy."


David would have blushed crimson if he
could.  He rolled his eyes at himself, anyway.


The two sat down at the table, which was
the only furniture in the room.  It was a picnic-table style, much like those
in the cafeteria, only it, too, was all white.


"You figure we're waiting for
someone else?" David asked.  "Or is this the test, to see how long it
takes before we go stark raving mad?"


Joy giggled nervously.  "It's not
ten o'clock yet.  Maybe the test won't start until then."


"Maybe."


A short time later, they both heard
footsteps coming down the hallway.  David looked up to see a guy coming into
the room.  Once again, it was someone David knew only as a face.  David and Joy
introduced themselves, and the guy told them his name was Ephrod.


"You're a Dugerran by birth, aren't
you?" David asked.


Ephrod smiled.  "How'd you
guess?"


"Ephrod," David said, as if
that explained everything.  The guy chuckled.


As the three were discussing what the
test might be like, a fourth person arrived.  He introduced himself as Sean.


A few seconds after Sean had sat down at
the table, the doorway out into the hall silently disappeared.  David was the
first to notice.


"I think our test just began." 
He motioned to the now non-existent doorway in explanation.


"Fuck," Sean opined.  "So,
what are we supposed to do, blast our way out of here?"


"Somehow, I doubt that would be
effective," Ephrod said.


"So what, then, hot shot?" Sean
asked.


"Guys, just cool it," Joy said. 
"Getting up in each other's face isn't going to help anything.  I think we
have to wait, yet.  I'm sure we'll be told what we're supposed to do.  It's not
like them to not at least tell us what our goal is."


"She's right," David agreed.


As if on cue, a parchment appeared on the
table.  David was the closest, so he picked it up and read it out loud to the
others.


"Your citizenship exam second phase
has just begun.  Your objective is to make your way to Beckett Hall.  You have
three hours.  Your time starts as soon as this notice is finished being
read."


As soon as David uttered the last word, a
chime was heard, and a clock appeared in the middle of the room.  It floated
there, displaying their remaining time in calming green numbers.


"So, now what?" Sean asked. 
"I don't even see a door."


"Guys?" David asked.  Everyone
looked at him.  "Before we get too involved in figuring out how to get out
of here, maybe we should figure out what tools we have available."


"What do you mean?" Ephrod
asked.


"We should figure out what we're all
good at.  For instance, I'm a potions master, and I'm apprenticing in
Conjuring.  I suck at metamorphosis.  I'm good at Divination, and more or less
average at everything else.  Also, I've already been informed that using any of
my demighost-specific skills is not allowed.  What about you guys?"


Joy, it turned out, was an expert at
elemandy, and she had some healing skills.  Ephrod was a technomander.  Sean
was skilled with morphing and animperium.


"Okay, so now that we know what the
toolbox looks like, we know what we have to work with.  The first thing, I
guess, is to figure out where the exit to this room is."


"Maybe that's the trick.  Maybe
there isn't one," Ephrod offered.


David shook his head.  "There's got
to be one.  If there wasn't, it would mean they were depending on us either
destroying the room itself, or suddenly learning how to teleport.  Neither of
those seems too likely to me."


The four looked around the room for a
long moment, trying to find something.  It wasn't until Sean looked under the
table that anyone found anything.


"Hey, look here!  There seems to be
some kind of hatch under the table."


The four of them slid the table off to
one side.  Sure enough, the section of the floor seemed to be the only cracks
in this rather solid room.  There was a recessed handle, and also a small
depression, in the shape of a hexagram.


Sean and Ephrod both took turns trying to
pull up the hatch.  Joy, seeing that they were clearly stronger than her,
didn't bother trying.  David didn't bother once he'd seen that the others were
struggling.  It was either too heavy to lift, or it was locked.  The depression
in it made David think it was probably locked.


David scratched his head, looking back
and forth for a place where a key could be hidden.  The room, however, was one
continuous wall that curved all the way around them with no seams.  Finally,
David looked up.  The ceiling was a good fifty feet above them, but David saw
something up there.


"Hey, guys... is that what I think
it is?"


The others looked up.  Ephrod cursed.


"How the hell do we get up
there?" he asked.


"We don't have to," Sean said. 
"David's a conjurer.  That is, if you can reach that far..."


"I'm pretty sure I can."  David
took several deep breaths to try to calm himself, and then reached out with his
mind.  The hexagram key was sealed within a crystal enclosure, and so David had
to reach inside of it and bring down the key without damaging the box it was
inside of.  In just a few seconds, however, he had managed it, and the key was
in his hands.


"I don't know how the hell you do
that," Sean admitted.  "I could never get a grasp of conjuring."


As David bent over to slide the key into
the depression, he said, "Well, right now, don't worry about it."


Once the hexagram was in place, the door
popped upward slightly.  Now when they pulled on it, the hatch swung easily,
revealing a ladder downward, to a dimly lit tunnel, about ten feet below.


"Ladies first," Ephrod said.


"Gee, thanks," Joy told him.


"I'll go first," David
volunteered.  He climbed quickly down the ladder and took a look around.  It
was just a hallway, and so he motioned to the others to join him.


Once everyone was in the tunnel, Sean
asked, "Now what?"


"It seems fairly clear to me,"
Ephrod said.  "We can either go back, or forward.  Since back doesn't get
us anything useful, we should obviously go forward."


Sean glared at him, but they all started
walking down the hallway.  Sean and Ephrod were walking in the lead, side by
side.  David and Joy walked together behind them.


The tunnel was long, and it kept curving
gently, which kept them from seeing what was ahead.  Suddenly, Ephrod and Sean
stopped.


"What is it?" David asked,
unable to clearly see past them.


"A door," Ephrod said, turning
to give the others a clear view.  The door was heavy, and made of metal.  It
was locked with an electronic mechanism which looked sorely out of place in
this magical world.  The lock was encased in a clear crystal box, like the key
had been.  It was unreachable physically, and David saw no means by which the
system could be forced open.


"So, how do we get past this?"
Sean asked.  David frowned, and looked at the other two.


Ephrod finally said, "I think I am
the best to attempt it.  The mechanism is clearly controlled by
technology."


"Give it a go," Joy
encouraged.  David stood back and gave Ephrod room to work while Sean had his
hand on the door handle, ready to yank it open as soon as it was unlocked.  Joy
tried to watch over Ephrod's shoulder until he shooed her back.


Ephrod stood for a long time, moving his
hands and muttering things quietly.  After about ten minutes, he said,
"This is a very difficult mechanism."


"Can you get past it or not?"
Sean demanded.


"I can.  I'm just telling you it's
going to take some time."


"We've got less than two and a half
hours now," Sean snapped.  "Get a move on!"


"Sean, chill out," David said
quietly, not wanting to disturb Ephrod.


"If we fail because of this fucker,
I'm going to be really pissed," Sean said.


"I'm quite sure there will be a
chance for each one of us to screw up this little journey.  But getting angry
about it isn't going to help anything."


"Makes me feel better," Sean
growled.


David snorted, but didn't say anything
further.  While he waited, he stuck a pixie stick in his mouth.


After another ten minutes or so, Ephrod
gave a cry of triumph, and a loud clunk! was heard.  Sean hauled on the
door, and it swung open easily, revealing nothing more than a continuation of
the dimly lit hallway.  This time, however, it looked like it was curving the
other direction.  It also became clear that it was dropping more drastically
than previously.  The pitch was now visibly noticeable.


"I guess we just keep going,"
Joy said.  The group stayed in the same formation, with Sean and Ephrod in the
lead.  They walked slowly, lest anything surprise them.  Finally, they stopped
again.  David could hear something ahead of them snort before the others turned
so that he and Joy could see what they faced.


Ahead, resting on the floor, were two
very large oxen.  They stared at the newcomers impassively, not moving an
inch.  The two oxen were one behind the other, as they wouldn't fit
side-by-side in the passageway.  They were, however, completely blocking the
way forward.


"Great.  So now what?" Sean
said, annoyed.


"It is eminently obvious that we
must get past the oxen," Ephrod stated.


"We could just blast them into
hamburger..." Sean offered.


"Gross!" Joy objected.


"Not to mention a violation of
school policy, and probably something that would hurt our chances of getting
citizenship," David pointed out.


"Perhaps if we scare them?"
Ephrod suggested.


"I... don't think that would be
advisable, either," David said.


"Why not?" Sean demanded.


"Because those guys don't have room
to turn around.  If you scare them, they are going to run.  Right at us."


"Oh.  Yeah.  Good point.  What,
then?" Sean asked.


"You're up," David said.


"What do you mean, I'm up?"


"You're going to have to get them to
get out of our way."


"Why me?"


"Because you're the animperium
expert."


"Oh.  Yeah, right," he said, a
bit embarrassed that he'd forgotten his own skills.  He stepped forward and
focused his attention on the animals.  It took a minute before they even moved,
but slowly they did struggle to their feet.  It took further minutes as Sean
worked to get them to walk backward down the passageway.  The problem with this
was they were not only walking backward, but downhill, and they were extremely
uncomfortable.


"Hey, Sean?" David asked quietly.


"Yeah?" he said in a grunt,
obviously concentrating.


"Can you control them enough for us
to just squeeze past them without us getting hurt?"


"Probably, why?"


"Well, otherwise, this is going to
take forever.  We have no idea how long this corridor is."


Sean nodded.  He focused back on the
oxen, and they both shifted to one side.  It didn't leave a lot of space, but
there was enough for the people to brush by.


Joy was clearly very nervous about
approaching the huge animals.


"C'mon.  Sean's got them, and
besides, they're oxen.  It's not like they're going to try to eat you or
anything."


"No, just trample me to death,"
she said.


"It'll be okay.  Just follow
me."  David led her to the animals, and turned sideways.  His chest just
barely touched the side of the ox, which didn't so much as look at them as they
squeezed past.


Sean was the last of them to make his way
through the narrowed passage, and once he was behind them, he let loose of the
oxen.  They immediately stepped back to the middle of the passageway and
settled down onto the floor again.


David looked at the time.  They were just
passing the two hour mark.


"We've got to hurry," Joy said.


"Hurrying is dangerous," David
warned.


"So is failing," Sean retorted.


David shrugged, and motioned them
forward.


The group continued to walk for another
several minutes, when they came out into a large cavern.  Exiting off the
cavern were ten tunnels, including the one they'd just come out of.  That was
less of a concern at the moment than the group of creatures in front of them,
pointing spears and advancing slowly in formation.


"Holy shit," Sean said, and
began to form an energy ball.  Ephrod moved away from Sean to give him room,
and formed his own energy ball.  David drew his wand, but kept it down by his
side, waiting to see what would happen.


"Wait!" Joy said. 
"Don't!"


Sean did not extinguish the energy ball,
but he turned to her.  "Why not?  If they want to come at me with a
weapon, I'll use whatever defense I have available."


"Those are daubentonians."


"I don't care if they're purple
people eaters," Sean said.


Joy stepped forward.  "Daubentonians
are easily frightened.  But when they get scared, they attack.  If you throw
that at them, you guarantee we'll be in a fight in seconds.  Now, we would
probably win that, but how long would it take us?  We don't have time to be
screwing around with them."


"She has a point," David said.


"Well, then what do you
suggest?" Sean challenged her.


Joy turned to face the daubentonians. 
They were short creatures, much shorter than a human.  They had a reddish-brown
fur, with white markings.  They had expressive eyes, and huge, pointed ears
that stuck out to the sides of their head.  When Joy stepped forward, they all
leveled their spears at her.


"Hello," she said quietly. 
"Can any of you understand what I'm saying?"


The daubentonians lifted their spears as
they cocked their heads to one side, as if to say, in unison, "Huh?"


"We just want to get past you,"
she continued when she got no answer.  "We don't mean you any harm.  We
just need to figure out which tunnel leads to the surface."


One of the creatures moved forward
slightly, and then motioned Joy over to one side.  There was a table there,
which held a bed of sand.  The creature drew a symbol in the sand.


"I don't speak daubentonian,"
Joy said to the creature in confusion.


For a long moment, the creature stared at
her.  Then, suddenly, it lifted its hand, as if in a gesture of triumph. 
Placing its finger in the sand, it drew a half-circle.  From the bottom of the
half-circle, it drew a straight line downward.  It then placed a small circle
below the straight line.


"That's a question mark," David
said in surprise.


"Yes," Joy agreed.


"But what's the question?"
Ephrod asked.


"Precisely," David said with a
grin.


"Huh?  I'm confused," Sean
admitted.


"He's asking us what our question
is," David said.  "He wants to know... what it is we want."


"Ah!" Joy said.  "But...
uh... how do we tell him our problem?"


"I'm not sure," David
admitted.  "Guys?"  Neither of the others had any idea, either.


"Well, let me just try something,
then," Joy said.


First, Joy drew what looked like an
overly wide stepped pyramid.  David realized it was a side view of Mt.
Woodward.  She motioned to the picture, and then she waved her hands around,
indicating that she was drawing a picture of their home.


The daubentonian watched her, and then
pumped its hand up and down.


"You figure that means yes?"
David asked.


"Or I understand..." Joy
agreed.


"Or maybe hurry the fuck up,"
Sean grumbled.  The others ignored him.


Joy turned back to the table, and she
placed a dot within the mountain.  She then pointed to the dot, and then to all
of them around, finally pointing to the ground, and back to the dot.


The creature waved his hand back and
forth this time.  He reached over to the sand and smoothed away her dot.  He
then made his own dot, which was somewhat lower in the mountain than her dot. 
Now, he pumped his hand up and down again.


"He corrected me," Joy said. 
"He knows exactly where we are within the mountain.  I have no clue."


"Okay, so we know where we are.  But
we need to know where we're going," Ephrod pointed out.


Joy nodded, and turned back to the sand. 
She started from the creature's dot, and drew a line up to the terrace.  With
that, she pointed to each of the four students, but not to any of the
creatures, and pointed upward, then back to the sand table.


The daubentonian looked at the diagram,
and then at them, then back to the diagram.  Slowly, he got the idea, and he
pumped his hand up and down again, but less enthusiastically.


"I think he gets it," Joy said.


"No telling.  How do you ask him the
next part?" David asked.


Joy moved to a clear section of the
table, and she drew a roughly circular room.  She then put ten doorways in it. 
She marked an arrow pointing inward on the tunnel they had come in on, and
then, to make it clear to the creature, she pointed to the actual tunnel. 
Next, she pointed back and forth between the two diagrams, and then, between them,
drew a question mark.


The daubentonian looked at the diagram,
then back to the students, and then finally over at his tribe-mates.  For a
long minute, he kept looking back and forth.  Finally, he pointed to Joy, and
then he jabbed his finger upward repeatedly.


Joy nodded, and then, thinking he might
understand better, she pumped her hand up and down as he had done.


The daubentonian grinned, and then he
pointed again to Joy, then he swung his finger around the room, and then once
again pointed upward.  Joy pumped her hand again.


Finally, the daubentonian pointed to the
tunnel they had come in, and then to the floor.  Looking to Joy for
confirmation, he waited for her to pump her hand again.  Finally, he pointed to
a tunnel off to their right.


Joy, seeing which tunnel he meant,
altered her diagram of the room.  She placed a dot where they were, and then
drew a line going into the tunnel that the creature had pointed to.  She then
motioned from that diagram, back to the diagram of the mountain, indicating,
she hoped, that she was making sure that tunnel would lead to the terrace.


The daubentonian, after a couple repeats
of Joy's gestures, pumped his hand vigorously.


"Thank you," Joy said.  She
stepped back slightly, put her hands together, and bowed to the creature.


The creature then shocked all of them by
sticking out his fist and raising his thumb, in a gesture known to all of
them.  They all returned the thumbs-up, and then they moved quickly off toward
the designated tunnel.


"How do we know we're going the
right way?" Sean demanded.  "For all we know, he just told us the way
to Senesty."


"I feel confident he understood our
message," Joy replied defensively.


"Besides, we don't have time to
second-guess him," David replied.  The exchange had eaten up a lot of
time, and they could all see the numbers ticking down on the display that
floated with them.


Their trip down this tunnel didn't take
long before it opened up into a small cavern.  The problem was that a canal ran
right down the middle of the cavern, and there was no bridge across it.  There
was the framework for the start of a bridge, however.


"Great.  That little dick lied to
us," Sean growled.


"I don't think so," David
said.  "This is almost certainly another test.  Why would you build half
a bridge, and stop?"


"So, we need a way to cross the
water," Ephrod said.  "How do you suggest we do that?"


After some consideration, David turned to
Joy.  "Can you make the water span that gap?"


"Well... sure, but what good is
that?  You can't walk on it..."


"Let me worry about that part,"
David said.


"Okay..."  Joy stepped up onto
the bridge anchor, and then she concentrated.  The water bubbled, and then
several fountains sprouted.  They grew in strength, until they topped out at
the level of the bridge, and the water fanned out until it had joined into a
mostly solid sheet of water.


David stepped up next to Joy, pointed his
wand, and intoned, "Friej fraxis!"  A blast of blue light shot
out of David's wand, engulfing the water fountains.  Quickly, they solidified
into ice.


"Holy shit," Sean said. 
"Where the fuck did you learn that?"


"I do a lot of reading," David
said.  Turning back to Joy, he asked, "Would you be offended if I added
something to your bridge?"


"Go for it," she said.


David used his own aquamandy skills to
draw more water out of the canal.  This was easier for him, as the water could
run along the surface of the ice.  Once it had reached the top of the bridge,
it formed columns, and the columns then split into two halves, joining their
neighboring columns.  A quick spell, and these, too, were frozen.  He then
repeated the task on the other side of the bridge.


"Did we really need to get all
fancy?" Sean asked.  "You just wasted three minutes."


"Did I?  That's a sixty foot span. 
How slick do you suppose that ice is?  Just how wet did you want to get?"


Sean grumbled, but didn't say anything
further.  The team slowly stepped onto the bridge, and it was immediately clear
that the railing had been necessary.  Joy was the first to fall down, but all
of them fell at some point, except David, who kept his hand firmly gripping the
railing at all times.


Once on the other side of the bridge,
they hurried down the tunnel on the other side of the cavern.


"I wonder how much of this stuff is
here permanently," David thought to himself.


"You think they rearrange the whole
mountain for these tests?" Joy asked, surprised by the thought.


"Maybe not the whole mountain... I
think that canal is probably permanent... but why would the daubentonians be down
here?  Why have that white room we started in?  I keep thinking back to the
primary purpose of the castle, and I can't make that purpose match up with what
we're seeing."


"Is this at all important?"
Sean said.  "Or are we just wasting time?"


"How are we wasting time?"
David asked.  "We're walking just as fast as we were when we weren't
discussing it.  It's called curiosity, Sean.  You should try it sometime."


"I don't need to take lessons from
you," Sean growled.


"You need them from somebody,"
Joy retorted.


Just then, they turned a corner in the
tunnel, and were confronted by another door.  This door had two guards in front
of it.  The left guard held up his hand.


"This is a restricted area.  No
unaccompanied students allowed."


"Fuck!" Sean shouted. 
"We've been going the wrong way since we left that goddamned midget
furball!"


"Settle down," David said.


"I don't take orders from you,"
Sean snapped.  He was about to go off on a rant, when David clamped his hand
onto Sean's throat and slammed him, hard, up against the wall.  He glared at
him in a way that made Sean wonder where the nearest bathroom was.


"I said settle the fuck down,"
David growled darkly.  He then released Sean, who moved away from him quickly. 
David turned to the guards.  "Who would we need to get to accompany
us?"


"A member of the faculty or staff of
the school," the guard said.


"Well... you guys are staff
members," David tried.  "One of you could go with us."


"We are not allowed to leave our
post," the guard replied, rather predictably.


"Fine," David said.  He
motioned the others to walk back around the corner.


"Now what do we do?" Ephrod
asked.


"We go back and beat the right
information out of those furry fuckers," Sean snarled.


"This is the right
path," David told them all.


"How can you be sure?" Joy
asked, before Sean could snarl a retort.


"There are two guards, in front of a
door that you can only get to by knowing the exact location of it.  How many
people do you think come down here?  It is far more efficient to use a sturdy
magical lock than it is to put a guard in front of a door.  The only
reason for using a guard, in fact, is that they can be fooled.  Locks, not so
much."


"So, you believe that we are
supposed to find our way past the guards?" Ephrod asked.


"Yes.  And if he wasn't so busy
being pissed off, Sean would have already realized it's his chance to
fuck up now."


"What?" Sean asked angrily. 
"What the hell are you talking about?"


"You're the morpher among us.  We
need a faculty member.  We sure as hell aren't going to find one in the next
hour and a half."


"You want me... to morph into a
professor?"


"Yes."


"Isn't that against school
policy?" Joy asked.


"I think in this case, it can be
overlooked," David said.


"Who do you want me to become? 
Prof. Stott?" Sean asked snidely.


"I'm gonna let that one slide,
because I don't have the time to carry your unconscious body out of this
tunnel," David told him.


"Come on, you guys," Joy
entreated them.


"Fine.  I'll go as Prof. Hobbs. 
He's kind of a recluse, so those guards may never even have seen him
before."


Sean quickly performed the necessary
full-body morph, and he was soon several inches shorter than he had been, with
white hair and a closely trimmed white beard.  His coat was rumpled, and his
shoes looked scuffed.


"Come on, then," Sean said, and
led them around the corner again, walking right up to the two guards. 
"Well?  Come on, come on, open the door.  I haven't got all day," he
said to them.


"Where's the other student?"
the guard on the right asked.


"How do you think we found an
instructor?  He volunteered to go back and get him."


"And why didn't he come back with
you?" the guard on the right asked.


"He hurt himself getting back out of
this infernal place," Sean replied to them.  "Now, come on, we
haven't got time for all this jibber-jabber.  Open the door, you
slappywag."


The one guard looked to the other, who
just shrugged at him.  The left-hand guard turned his body, and opened the
door, so that the team could go through it.  The team, trying not to show their
relief too greatly, hurried through.


As soon as the door closed behind them,
they all let loose with a big sigh of relief.  Sean morphed back into himself
as they hurried down this new corridor.


"That's how it's done,
bitches," Sean gloated.


The team continued down their new
corridor, which pitched upward, until they met up with another door.  This one
had no handle at all.  Through some more clear crystal, they could see an
insanely complex machine, which was apparently responsible for opening the
door.


Ephrod said, "Oh, dear."


"Can't do it, can you," Sean
challenged.


"Yes, I believe I can.  But once
again, it will take time, and that is my concern.  We are beginning to run
short."


"Worrying about it isn't getting it
done any faster," David replied.  "Just do the best you can."


"Fuck this shit," Sean said,
and he hurled an energy ball at the door.  The ball bounced off and slammed
full force into Sean's chest, sending him flying ten feet down the corridor.


Joy screamed.  Ephrod turned to check on
him, but David stopped him.  "He'll be fine.  You need to get to work on
that door."


As Ephrod turned back to the mechanism,
David went over to check on Sean, who was groaning in serious pain on the
floor.


"Maybe now you'll learn a little
fucking patience," David snapped, not offering to help him up.


"Fuck off," Sean groaned.


David turned and went back to the others,
shoving a pixie stick into his mouth as he went.


It took over a half-hour for Ephrod to
finally defeat the mechanism inside the crystal box.  When he finally got it,
the circuitry clicked in, the gears turned, and the worm drive which held the
door shut turned, creating a passage for them to pass through.


By the time Ephrod had gotten it, Sean
had recovered from his blast.  He was not nearly so eager or talkative,
however, and he kept rubbing the spot on his chest where he'd been hit. 
Realizing that their time was running out, they hurried down the corridor,
until they had to come to a dead stop.  They were faced with a blank wall.  On
either side were shelves full of herbs and mixtures.  Sitting in front of the
blank wall was a planter, filled with what looked like bamboo, only a foot
high.


"Now what?" Joy asked
plaintively.


David looked around.  The items in the
bottles and flasks were clearly potion ingredients.  This was obviously his
test.  But what was he supposed to make a potion to do?


Think, David.  Well, the first
question is actually, in what way are we supposed to continue forward from this
room?


David looked all around the room, but saw
nothing that would be of use.  Finally, he looked up.  And that's when he
realized that there was a shaft in the ceiling.  And at the top of that shaft
was some kind of light.  He wasn't sure it was daylight; it was too far away. 
But light was light.


Well, there's the direction we have to
go.  Now, how do we go there?  What potion can I make that would allow us to go
up that shaft?  There are no levitation potions that can lift us that high off
the ground.  So, what...


David looked around again.


The bamboo.


Everything that's in here, is here for
a reason.  But is it here to throw me off, or is it the actual answer?  If I
get this wrong, it could be fatal.


David pulled six flasks off the shelves. 
Then, considering, he pulled off a seventh, and pulled out his necklace,
pulling one of the vials there free.


"What are you doing?" Joy
asked.


"We have to go up," he said,
pointing to the shaft.


"And how are we supposed to do
that?" Sean demanded.


"The bamboo," David said, while
he was pouring ingredients together into an empty beaker.


"Uh..." Sean replied.


David finished mixing the first six
ingredients, and then he walked over and dumped them onto the bamboo.  The
plants immediately began growing, tangling around each other for support as
they soared higher and higher, working their way up the shaft.


"All right, then!" Sean said. 
"Not bad.  Let's get going!"


"Not yet," David said.


"Now what?" Sean growled.


"We need a little insurance,"
David said.  He poured his vial of base potion into the large flask of
solution, which then turned orange.


"What kind of insurance?"
Ephrod asked.


"What if you get halfway up that
bamboo, and fall off?" David asked.  "Wouldn't it be nice to survive
that?"


"Ah, um... yes, it would," Ephrod
agreed.


David held up the flask.  "This is a
levitation potion.  It can't lift us up the shaft, but it will stop you from
hitting the ground if you fall.  Just take a single swallow."  David took
his first, and then passed the flask around.  By the time Sean had taken the
last swallow, David was already floating.  Soon enough, they were all bobbing
about two feet off the ground.


"Now we can go," David said. 
He floated over and grabbed the bamboo, then started to climb it.  Once he was
above the effective distance of the potion, he was "normal", and he
had to hold on tightly to the bamboo as he climbed.  The intertwining of the
shoots gave him enough handholds and footholds to make the climb fairly easy,
if long and a bit tiring.


Finally, David's climb took him past a
ledge.  He looked upward, but the light was coming from the ceiling, not any
kind of opening.  Grudgingly, he stepped off onto the ledge, and waited for the
others.


In just another couple minutes, the
others had made it to the ledge, as well.  Their clock said they now had less
than twenty minutes.


"We're never going to make
this," Sean groused.


"We'll get as far as we can,"
David said.  "If we're going to fail, it's not going to be because we
didn't try."


They walked down the hallway that the
ledge led to, and were very quickly confronted by a room that they could not
get past.  The room was made of metal, and there was a deep shaft instead of a
floor.  Off to one side, on a counter sticking out from the wall, was a candle,
which was burning steadily.


"What the hell?" Ephrod said,
staring down into the pit.  They could see the door on the other side of the
room, which had to be the way they were supposed to go.  But how did they get
over there?


Everyone was looking at everything, trying
to figure out what they were supposed to do.


"What's this thing?" Ephrod
asked, pointing to a flat panel attached to the wall and angled downward.


"That's a solar panel," Sean
replied.  "What the fuck's it doing here?  And it's pointing the wrong way. 
It's supposed to point upward."


"No, it's not," David said,
suddenly seeing what was going on.  "It's supposed to point in the
direction of the light source!"


"The only light source in here is
that candle."


"Right."


"That's nowhere near bright enough
to activate a solar panel."


"Not right now.  Joy?" David
asked.


Joy nodded, and then put out her hand
toward the candle.  The candle flame grew massive, and it nearly touched the
solar panel.


Suddenly, an amber light appeared on a
panel in the wall.  It sat next to two other lights; a red one, which was lit,
and a green one, which was dark.


"What do you think this all
means?" Ephrod asked.


"Just a guess," David said,
"But this probably is how we're supposed to get across the pit.  You think
you can figure out how to turn on that green light?"


"I can try."


"Quickly," Sean insisted. 
"We've only got thirteen minutes left!"


Ephrod placed his hands on either side of
the panel and muttered a spell.  In no time at all, a click was heard, and then
a whirring sound could be heard from the depths of the pit.  It took twenty
seconds, but a bridge raised up from below, to cross the pit.  Unfortunately,
there was a huge block in the middle of the bridge.


"Good job!" David said as the
light on the panel went from red to green, and the bridge clicked into place.


Ephrod relaxed, but then a horn was
heard, and the green light turned red again.  The bridge began descending once
more.


"SHIT!" Sean screamed, and he
jumped onto the bridge before it had dropped more than a foot.


"Can you reactivate the
switch?"


"I don't think I can do it while the
bridge is moving," Ephrod said.  "There is usually a mechanism to
prevent damage to the mechanicals."


David nodded.  In twenty seconds, the
bridge had stopped, and Ephrod reactivated the switch, to bring the bridge back
up.  They were now down to ten minutes.


"Now what?  Those two can't move
away from the panel.  This gets us nothing," Sean said.


"I can leave the panel," Ephrod
said.  "I just have to maintain my focus."


"Me, too," Joy said. 
"It's just easier to hold it right here.  But how do we get past that huge
block?"


"I was looking at it while I was
down in the pit," Sean said.  "It's on a pivot.  I tried pushing, but
it must weigh a ton."


David tried using terramandy on it, but
that was no use.  It was made of metal, which didn't respond well to
terramandy.  


"What about a huge beast?  Like a
wyrm?" Ephrod offered.


"Where are we going to get one of
those?" Sean demanded.


"I'm looking at him," Ephrod
replied.


"Who you calling a worm?" Sean
said, starting to go after Ephrod, until David grabbed him.


Sean turned as David said, "He means
you can morph into a wingless wyrm and push the block out of the
way."


"Oh."


Without another word, Sean began his
morph.  In a minute, he was a huge dragon, built for pushing and pulling on
things.  He applied his weight to the block, and it slowly moved out of his
way.  By the time the block was clear, they had only four minutes left.


"Come on!" David called to the
others.  "But keep your focus until you get across!"


It took another minute for everyone to be
on the far side of the pit.  When Ephrod relaxed, the horn sounded again, and
the bridge dropped down.


The four were looking at a door now.  It
was clearly an electronic door.


"Ephrod again?" Joy asked.


"No," Ephrod said.  "I
think this one is David's job."


"How so?" David asked.


"There is a piece missing from the
device.  And it's sitting here on the shelf.  You see that small empty space,
right there?" Ephrod asked, pointing to another crystal box, behind the
panel of clear crystal.


"I see it... but damn, that's going
to be a tight fit."


"I think that's the idea."


David took the piece of the device, and
oriented it the way he figured it should go.  He then closed his eyes and
concentrated, trying to feel the available space.  He soon realized a problem.


"That's not a box.  It's a block. 
It's solid.  There's no room inside it."


"So... now what?" Sean asked
frantically.  "We've got two minutes!"


"Remove the block?" Joy
suggested.


David nodded.  This was easier.  He
closed his eyes and grabbed the block mentally.  In just a few seconds, it was
in his hand.  Now, he could easily conjure the piece of the device into place. 
It took him two tries, however, to get it oriented properly.


Once the device settled in, the panel on
the door lit up.  The "Press to Open" button glowed a bright,
friendly green.  Sean jabbed the button hard, and the four were all assaulted
by the sunlight which came streaming through the crack as the door opened. 
They squinted against the bright light, and a beeping noise was heard before
the door finished opening.


"We've got less than a minute!"
Sean cried.  "Where are we?"


David looked at the building in front of
them.  They were on the Academy level, but he wasn't used to this perspective,
and the building before him didn't look quite right.


"It's Beckett Hall!" Joy cried
out.


David considered that for a moment.  Sean
was just about to bolt for the walkway across the moat when David nearly
tackled him.


"What are you doing!" Sean
demanded.  "We've got forty seconds!"


"That's not Beckett Hall!  We
haven't climbed anywhere near high enough to be on the Academy level!  This is
an illusion."


"What?" Ephrod asked.


David explained, "In order to reach
the Academy level, we'd have to have climbed a solid five hundred feet.  I
can't imagine that we climbed even three hundred.  This has to be
fake."


"So we failed!" Sean screamed
as the timer clicked off the last few seconds, and then a loud buzzer was
heard.


The view before them suddenly vanished,
and they found themselves standing in front of a table with five wizards
sitting at it.  Arrayed around the room were mirrors, which had clearly been
giving the examiners a view of what had been going on.


"Your test is complete," the
one in the middle said.  "You will be taken to the surface, and your
performance will be evaluated.  We will contact you with the results at some
point tomorrow."


"What's to evaluate?" Sean
demanded.  "We didn't get anywhere near Beckett Hall."


"Nor was there any way for you to do
so," the examiner pointed out.  "The path you were on does not go to
Beckett Hall.  None of them do.  You had absolutely no chance of actually
completing the task.  The only reason that the pit was your final challenge was
because you ran out of time.  Had you completed the tasks more quickly, you
would simply have faced more challenges."


"So, you lied to us," Joy
accused.


"They always lie to us," David
replied.  "Every single time they test us, they lie to us.  That's why I
checked for the illusion there at the end."


"Very good, Mr. Stroud.  If you will
exit out to your right, you will be led up to the terrace."


The group nodded to the examiners, and
then left.


"So, what the fuck was that all about? 
If we could never achieve the goal, what the fuck was the point of the
test?" Sean demanded.


"To test our abilities, of
course," Ephrod said.


"No it wasn't," David replied. 



Ephrod looked at him.  "Oh?" he
replied archly.  "What, then?"


"They were testing our
personalities.  That's why I'm still a bit worried about the outcome.  This
wasn't about finding out how good we are as magicians.  This was about finding
out how good we are as people."


"We're screwed," Sean said with
a scowl.


"I guess we'll see," Joy said,
frowning.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Name?" the examiner asked.


"David Stroud."


"Group Forty-two," one of the
other examiners mentioned.


"Ah, yes.  Let us first say this: 
your group had excellent skills in wizardry.  Your group went the farthest of
any group tested today.  But, as I'm told you have already surmised, your
wizarding skill is not our true concern when it comes to your citizenship
petition."


"I thought as much, from things
people have said to me."


"Yes.  We are concerned with the
temperament and personality of our citizens.  We don't want power-hungry
individuals in charge, after all."


"Let's cover the things you did well
first, shall we?" the one woman examiner said.  "First off, your
wizarding skills are top notch.  Your conjuring and potion making are
first-rate.  This is to be expected, of course, as you are either an apprentice
or a master in these skills.


"Further, your attempt at
maintaining a positive team dynamic was above average.  Not quite excellent...
generally, it doesn't improve team dynamic to slam someone against a wall while
choking them."


The examiners chuckled.  David would have
blushed, if he could have.


"However, we're aware that the
stress of this test builds throughout the hours, and by the time you did
finally lose your patience, it was well into the exam.


"Next, your problem-solving
abilities are excellent.  It was clear that you were able to look past the
immediate anxiety of the situation, and try to find the solution.  Further, you
were willing to accept the input and ideas of others, and you engaged them in
the problem solving process.


"Finally, your sense of
determination in reaching your goal was admirable.  You were determined, but
not driven blindly.  You kept pushing forward, without becoming fixated."


Another examiner spoke up at this point. 
"In short, you did everything well, with one exception.  There was
something we expected you to do, that you didn't, and we were somewhat
disappointed in that."


"May I ask what that was, sir?"
David asked seriously.


"We expected you to lead,"
another examiner explained.  "You were right in your assumption that you
were all grouped for your specific skills.  The one skill we felt you brought
to the challenge, which you chose not to use, was your leadership ability.  Had
you taken charge, and been the one to make the decisions, rather than depended
on some kind of team consensus, you might have actually seen one or two more
challenges."


"I didn't want to seem too
pushy," David explained.


"And that is both understandable,
and admirable, but you will need to learn that there is, in fact, a time and a
place for being pushy.  It may someday be the case that people's lives will
depend on you stepping up and taking charge, even over the objections of others. 
And, by the way, had you tried to do so, Sean would have objected.  He
would, however, have ultimately followed your lead, as you saw there in the
end."


"Yes, sir," David said.  What
else could he say?


"That is our assessment.  Do you
have any questions?"


"One.  You said we could have seen
more challenges, but the pit challenge ended in your observation room.  How
could there have been more tests?"


The lead investigator explained,
"The section of Mt. Woodward that is used for testing is highly malleable. 
If we had thought you might make it through another challenge, we'd have
constructed a passageway, instead of showing you Beckett Hall."


"So, you were making changes as we
progressed?"


"Yes."


"Where did the short guys in the
cavern come from?"


"The Daubentonians were brought in
for the testing.  They live in Sopasante, and so we were reasonably certain
that no one would be able to speak with them directly.  Joy did an amazing job
communicating with them.  They praised her in her communication skills."


"It was pretty cool."


"Do you have any further
questions?"


"Um... did I pass?"


"Yes, you passed," the woman
said with a smile.


"Thank you."


"You earned it.  You will receive
your official citizenship paperwork at the ceremony later.  Welcome to Callamandia."


-----


"I, David Stroud, before these
witnesses, do pledge to the King of Callamandia my loyalty and allegiance, my
service and support, from this day forth.  I acknowledge the king's authority
over me, and I vow to abide by the laws and decrees of this land.  I offer my
service to the government of Callamandia at any time it should be deemed
essential, and in any role for which I am qualified.  I stand ready to defend
Callamandia from all enemies, external and internal, and to uphold the Decree
of Rabb, which founded this kingdom.  I make this oath of my own free will,
without coercion or duress, and I understand the duties to which I am
committing."


As the entire group of two hundred
twenty-eight students finished their recitation of the Callamandian Oath of
Allegiance, the audience applauded.  The ceremony was taking place in Santana
Hall's auditorium, since the stadium was being prepared for the wizarding
licensure ceremony.  The students were on stage, standing on a tiered
platform.  Their parents and other relatives sat in the audience.


The official who had led them in their
oath now said, "By the power given to me by the sitting King of
Callamandia, I hereby declare you all Callamandian citizens, with all the
rights and responsibilities thereof."


There was further applause from the
audience as the official left the stage, and Dean Lengel returned to the
podium.


"Each of the students will now
receive their official citizenship certificate, which bears on it their exam
scores.  Plus, there are a few students who need to be pointed out for
particular mention, and I will do that as I call them up to receive their
certificate.  The names will be called in alphabetical order."


"At least this probably won't take
as long as the wizarding license ceremony," David muttered to Olissa, who
was standing next to him.


"Don't count on it.  She's waiting
for each person to get their certificate before she calls the next name."


"Simon Crowley," Dean Lengel
called out.  Simon stepped forward, into the clear walking lane in front of
where they were standing.  He moved to the end of the row, and then walked down
the stairs to the stage, to receive his certificate.  Dean Lengel shook his
hand, and then he headed back the way he had come.


"Devyn.  Devyn is an elf, and
previously orphaned.  I'd like to announce that not only is she receiving
Callamandian citizenship today, but she has also been accepted back into the
Elven Nation, after a grueling set of quests to prove her skills and her
merit."


The audience clapped politely, but no one
was there to see Devyn.


"Gwen Hasterscant," the dean
called out a little bit later.  There was loud applause from one section of the
audience.  David assumed that's where her parents were sitting.


"Heath Mason," Dean Lengel
called out.  "Heath has recently been selected for the Royal Orchestra, as
a flautist."  There was applause for that.


"Why didn't you get selected for the
orchestra?  Your melodium was the best thing I heard at that concert,"
David asked Olissa quietly.


"I didn't apply," she responded
in a whisper.  "He did."


"Oh."


Finally, Dean Lengel said, "David
Stroud."  As David began to move out of the row, Dean Lengel said,
"David holds the distinction of having the highest combined score on his
citizenship exam this year.  David is also a potions master, a conjuring
apprentice, and has already received two chevrons in service to the king.  I'd
also like to announce that, due to an agreement with the king concerning one of
David's potions, Woodward Academy will be able to renovate Alton Hall, which is
our oldest classroom building.  This renovation will take place over the
summer, and will be completed for the upcoming fall semester."


The audience applauded loudly for all of
that, and David averted his eyes in embarrassment.  He just wanted his
certificate.  Dean Lengel shook his hand and smiled warmly at him.  He smiled
in return, but headed back up to the platform as quickly as he could.


"Flo Tractus," Dean Lengel
called out.  Flo fluttered as she stepped out of the row, then moved quickly
down to get her certificate.


"And our last new citizen, Olissa
Volaire."


Olissa stepped forward stiffly.  She
nervously made her way down onto the stage.  Dean Lengel said, "Olissa has
been chosen to be Woodward's musical ambassador for next year.  She will
occasionally travel to other schools, and to certain royal ceremonies, to play
her crystal melodium, which is touted as one of the purest performances of the
instrument ever heard."


The audience applauded again.  David was
a bit surprised; he'd not known that she had been chosen for that.  When she
finally returned to his side, he gave her a hug and a discreet kiss.


"Why didn't you tell me?" he
whispered.


"You've been a bit busy," she
said.


David grunted in agreement at that.


"And this is your new class of
citizens.  From what I see standing behind me, Callamandia's future is a bright
one.  Congratulations, one and all!"


With that, the ceremony ended.  The
orchestra - minus a few of its best players - struck up a song, and the
students all descended from the platform.  Everyone headed outside immediately,
so that the mingling and congratulations could take place somewhere with some
room.


Olissa's parents had made the trip for
this event, like they had for her licensure.  They both hugged her tightly in
warm support.  Her Aunt Shandra was also there.


"Congratulations, David," Aunt
Shandra said to him.


"Thank you, ma'am."


"Now you two get married, right, che?"
Olissa's father asked.


"Papa!" Olissa cried out,
embarrassed.  "We're not even dating!"


David chuckled at Olissa's discomfiture.


"If you'll all excuse me," he
said, "I think someone is waiting to talk to me."


David walked over to where Sam was
standing.


"Hey," he said.


"Hey yourself," she replied. 
"Congratulations."  She stepped close to him and pressed her entire
body against him, kissing him as hard as he could ever remember.  Her tongue
wormed its way into his mouth, and the two remained like that for a solid
minute.  Finally, she let him go.  "I'm very proud of you, David. 
Congratulations on your citizenship.  I know you have friends you want to
celebrate with, but stop by my apartment later tonight.  We should celebrate properly."


David gave her a knowing grin. 
"I'll be there."


As Sam walked off, Flo appeared. 
"David, I wanted you to meet my parents.  Mom, Dad, this is David."


"Mr. and Mrs. Tractus, nice to meet
you both."  David shook their hands.


"Flo tells us you've been helping
her with Conjuring," Mrs. Tractus said.


"Well, nowadays, I help everybody,
since I'm a TA."


"You've had a very impressive stay
here at Woodward," Mr. Tractus said.  "Will you be continuing
on?"


"Oh, yes.  I still have a lot to
learn."


"Flo plans another year or two, as
well.  Good luck to you, David."


"Thank you, sir."


Flo gave David a hug and a quick kiss. 
"See you in the fall," she said.


"Um... aren't you carrying a few too
many squirrels?" David asked.  He could see that, though Pickles was in
his usual place, Flo had a travel-case with Peanut and the young squirrels in
it.


"Ellie and Peanut decided to split
up.  Peanut wanted to stay with Pickles, and I don't mind.  And the babies
aren't quite ready to leave yet.  Close, though.  The black one is Pepper, the
two grays are Pinochle and Poker.  The white one, which, you were right, is a
familiar, is named Emilia."


David chuckled at how out of place that
last name seemed.  He also had another thought, but that would wait until
later.  To Flo, he said, "Well, I guess they're getting a good home.  Have
a great summer."


"You, too.  See ya!"


"David?  We have to get going,"
Olissa said, coming up right after Flo had left.  "Will I see you this
summer?"


"Um... I honestly don't know.  I
have no idea what I'm doing this summer... other than finding a place to live. 
I have to go talk to Jacob, to see if I own any houses.  I'll write you, to let
you know what's going on, okay?"


"Sure.  Good luck.  If nothing else,
I'll see you in the fall."  Olissa gave him a hug and a brief kiss, given
the presence of her family.  They'd spent the previous night together in
celebration, anyway.  As they walked away, David turned back to his other
friends.  Heath and his family were already gone.  David had never gotten to
know Heath well, and he felt a bit upset about that.  He'd never have the
chance, now.


Simon and his parents were waiting. 
"David," Simon said.  "It's been great."


"You're not coming back next
year?" David asked astutely.


"No.  I'm going to work for my
uncle.  He runs a magical items shop in Bolmont."


"Well, good luck, then.  Thanks for
sticking by me those first couple years."


"Bah," he said, waving it off. 
"I knew you were going places."


"Right," David said, his voice
full of sarcasm.


Simon chuckled.  "You going to come
back here next year?"


"Yeah."


"Then good luck to you, too.  Take
care of yourself."  The two men hugged, and then Simon and his parents
left.


"You look a bit down," Denise
said.  She had come up behind him as he was saying good-bye to Simon.


"Losing friends is never fun.  First
Jim, now Heath, Simon, Gwen, Jess... that's most of the friends I have at this
school."


"I doubt that's actually true,"
Denise said.  "Besides, Ellie and Anne will be here next year."


I don't really hang out with either of
them," David told her.  Which was technically true.  Though he and Ellie
slept together, they didn't spend much other time together.


"Oh.  Well, maybe you should,"
Denise said.


David shook his head.  "We don't
really have anything in common.  Even our schooling style will be different
next year.  I'll have a lot more unstructured time than they will."


"I know.  Will we see you this
summer?" she asked, changing the subject.


"I don't know."


"David... I know that you basically
come to see Gwen, and she won't be there, as she's moving in with Jess down in
Bolmont, but I would still really like to see you this summer."


David nodded.  "I'll see what I can
do.  I don't know what my plans are, yet."


"Better figure it out soon.  Summer
starts in about twenty minutes," she said with a grin.


David chuckled.  "I have until
Monday to be out of the dorms."


Denise nodded, and then she moved off. 
Jess and Gwen replaced her.  David immediately embraced Gwen, who started
crying instantly.  David looked at Jess, who reached out her hand and took
David's.  The scene was very sad.  By the time Gwen let him go, there were
tears in David's eyes, as well.


"You will write me, and
mirror me, and let me know how you're doing.  Or I'll come back up here and
kick your butt," Gwen ordered tearfully.


"Yes, ma'am," David said with a
smirk.


Gwen chuckled, and almost broke down
crying again.


"David, you have been the best
friend I could have hoped to have found when I got here.  You've helped me so
much, with school, and with life in general... I don't know how to thank you."


"No thanks necessary.  My life would
have been a nightmare here if not for you and a couple others.  You're a good
friend, Gwen.  I wish you and Jess all the best.  If there's anything I can do
for either of you, just let me know."


Gwen cried some more as she hugged him
again.  Jess smiled at the two of them.  Finally, they had to separate.


"Keep in touch," David told
both of them.  They promised to do so, and then they, too, moved off.  There
was actually no one left.  David stood there, alone, until Jailla came down
from a tree to rest on his shoulder.


"You're a citizen now," Jailla
said.  "So... now what?"


"Good question," David said,
sticking a pixie stick in his mouth.  "Oh, shit, that's right.  I'm out of
these.  I need to go to the store and get some."


"Right now?" Jailla asked.


"No... it can wait until tomorrow, I
guess.  But before Friday, at any rate.  I have that damned weapons-carry exam
on Friday, and I'm a bit worried about exactly what that's going to
entail."


"I'm sure you'll do fine."


"Let's hope."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Can I help you?" the clerk
asked as David came in the door.


David just shook his head, and then
headed over to the shelf where the pixie sticks were kept...


Only there weren't any there.


David looked around a bit, to see if
they'd been moved.  Finally, he gave up and walked up to the counter.


"Do you have any pixie sticks?"


"Nope.  We're fresh out."


"Out?  Really?"


"Well, you bought our last supply of
them.  The guy who makes them hasn't had time to replenish the stocks.  It
takes a while, you know."


"Oh.  Well, damn," David said,
out loud.  Inside his head, he was nearing panic.  What the hell am I
supposed to do to relax now?


"Is there anything else I can get
for you?" the clerk asked.


"Uh, no.  No, thanks.  Any idea when
you'll have more pixie sticks in?"


"Couple weeks, I 'spect."


"Okay.  Thank you."


"Have a good day."


David walked out of the store, literally
shaking.  He tried to shake it off physically, shaking his limbs and his head. 
That didn't work.  He decided to head over to the Slyther Inn.  Perhaps some
mead might calm him down.


Three hours later, David was slightly
tipsy, but he wasn't any more relaxed.  Bonnie had offered to take him back to
her room for some fun, but he felt too ill now to participate properly.  He
stepped out of the inn, and made his way back up to his dorm room.


"You're drunk," Jailla said.


"I am not.  I'm only
half-drunk."


"You're a wreck."


"On that, we are in agreement,"
David said.  "I'm going to go lie down."


"Don't oversleep.  You have a test
in the morning," Jailla warned.


"Believe me, I haven't
forgotten."


David walked carefully into his room and
collapsed on the bed.  Seconds later, Jailla heard him snoring.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"This exam is one hundred questions
long," the official told them.  "You have ninety minutes to complete
it.  This is only the first half of your examination.  The second half will be
your physical performance test, which will take place after lunch.  You are
spread out so that you can have some privacy.  You may begin."


David flipped over the test, and read the
first question.  As he did, he almost felt like his head was draining of
information.  By the time he finished reading the question, he hadn't the
faintest idea of the answer.


Trying not to panic, David read over the
next one.  He couldn't answer it.  Again and again, David came up blank.  After
the first page, he sat back and set his InkyQuill down.


Settle down, David.  You know this
shit.  You've been studying it all year, and you don't have test
anxiety.  That means this is all in your head, and all you need to do is just
settle down.


David took several deep breaths and then
picked up his quill again.  He started back at the top of the page, and read
the question one more time.  This time, he had an inkling of the answer.  He
wrote down what he remembered, and then moved on.


It took David seventy-five minutes to
write down as many answers as he could come up with.  He started back through
the test, but when the official called for quills down, David knew he had at
least five completely unanswered questions on the exam.


Fuck me, he thought to himself as
he walked out of the exam room.


Rather than gather with his classmates,
David headed off on his own.  He knew he had to relax somehow, but he couldn't
figure out what would work.  He hadn't meditated in so long that the idea of
doing so didn't even occur to him.


David skipped lunch; his stomach was too
knotted to want food.  At two o'clock, he headed over to the stadium, where the
physical testing would take place.  He went into the locker room and changed,
clipping his practice sword and his staff into place.  Then, equipped for his
test, he stepped out into the gym to do a few warmups.


The other students gathered in pairs and
groups, and at two-thirty, the official stepped into the gym.


"I see that you're all here.  Good. 
Written exam grades were scattered, as is common.  None of you is immediately
disqualified from receiving your license.  If you will all head outside to the
yard, we will call you back in one at a time, so that you will not have to
perform your test in front of everyone."


David joined everyone else outside.  He
took out his staff and practiced with it, trying to keep himself loose, and to
help him calm down.  By the time his name was called, however, it hadn't helped
much.


Stepping into the gym, David moved into
the center circle.  The official was a good ways away from him.


"Mr. Stroud, your written exam score
was marginal.  You will need to do extremely well in the physical skills
portion in order to receive your license.  Do you understand?"


"Yes, sir," David said.


"Very well.  Draw your staff."


David pulled out his staff and lengthened
it, holding it down by his side.


"Sunrise Dragon, if you
please," the man said.


David thought very hard.  It took him
thirty seconds to draw up the memory of how to begin Sunrise Dragon.  When he
had it, he took his stance.


"Begin."


David moved through the form, but he
could tell that his motions were jerky, and not at all fluid.  He tried to
speed up, hoping that would help him concentrate better, but it merely caused
him to stumble, almost falling, which would have been the end of the form, and
probably his test.  When he finished, he was breathing heavy, which he didn't
need to do at all, but the stress was causing a typical human reaction in him.


The official wrote some notes.  "We
will now go through some basic moves.  I will call them out, and you will perform
them."


David readied himself.  The man called
out the moves in rapid-fire form, David trying his best to keep up.  With the
last one, David shifted so awkwardly that his staff almost flew out of his
hand.  He caught it at the very end, and then had to do some flashy twirling to
get it back to where it belonged without looking like a complete idiot.


"Mm-hmm," the man said, and
made further notes.  "Draw your sword now."


David put away his staff, and then pulled
his sword from its scabbard.


"Bueller's Guard," the man
said.


David cursed mentally.  They had only
done this one a few times, anyway.  He remembered how to begin it, at least,
and took his stance immediately.


"Begin."


Five moves in, David swore up and down in
his mind.  He was absolutely sure he'd just left out an entire section of the
form.  He couldn't go back, of course.  He merely had to keep going.  He worked
his way through it, and by the time he was finished, he had almost convinced
himself he'd not actually forgotten anything.


The official took him through several
moves with the sword, just as he had with the staff.  He managed to keep hold
of his sword, but he still felt stiff and awkward, rather than smooth and
flowing.


Finally, the official told him to put
away his sword.  He wrote some more items on his sheet, and then he turned to
David.


"You missed eight moves of Bueller's
Guard.  Your moves through both forms were jerky.  You didn't have proper
control of your staff, and your sword looked uncomfortable in your hands. 
Given your marginal test score, and your even worse performance score, I cannot
grant you a weapons-carry license at this time.  Further, as I'm sure you know,
you will not be eligible to retest for six months.  Do you have any
questions?"


"No, sir," David said,
controlling himself.


"Very well.  You may go."


David walked out the door which led to
the locker room, so he could change.  He hoped no one would be in there; he
didn't want to talk to anyone.  He switched into his regular clothes as quickly
as he could, bundled up his gear, and slipped out the back way of the stadium,
so that he wouldn't run into the students still waiting for their exam.


"How did it go?" Jailla asked.


"I failed," David said.


Jailla cocked his head.  "You never
fail," he objected.


"Yeah?  Well, I did this time! 
FUCK!"  David slammed his hand into a wall, and that sent shockwaves of
pain rippling through his arm.


"Shit.  I think I just broke
something.  Goddammit, I'm going to go lie down."


David retreated to his bedroom.  Jailla, having
nothing he could offer in comfort, returned to staring out the window.


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~





David spent all of Saturday and Sunday
alone.  He had even forgotten about Anne's licensure ceremony, which he had
intended to go to.  He'd thrown a brief fit of anger at himself Saturday
morning, tossing things around in his room and cursing his utter idiocy. 
Finally, he had calmed down, and realized that staying mad wasn't going to
achieve anything.


Now, he was sitting on a tree stump,
trying to meditate.  He had vowed to himself to never again use pixie sticks,
but his mental concentration was completely fucked up.  He knew that meditation
could return his control, but he'd been away from it for so long that he was
having difficulty managing it.


He continued to try all day, even as
darkness descended.  He wasn't making much in the way of progress.  The buzzing
noise coming from his pocket certainly didn't help anything.


David withdrew his mirror and said,
"Yeah?"


In his mirror, he saw Annie's face. 
"David?  You need to get up to the infirmary as soon as you can."


David knew that tone of voice from
Annie.  "On my way."


David put away his mirror as he rose from
the stump.  He ran as fast as he could to the nearest rock lift.  He was in the
infirmary a few minutes later.


David stopped when he saw Cat lying on
the bed.  Her face was badly bruised, and one arm was bandaged, as if broken. 
She seemed to be having difficulty breathing.


"What the fuck happened?" David
demanded, trying to control his anxiety.


"According to Bonnie, down at the
Slyther Inn, her boyfriend worked her over."


"In public?" David asked,
astounded.


"Yeah."


"Is he still there?"


"He was when I left," Annie
confirmed.


"Then that's where I'm going."


As David turned to leave, Annie asked,
"Do you really think talking to him is going to do any good?"


When David turned around, the look on his
face made Annie take two steps back.


"Who said anything about
talking?"


-----


It was easy for David to spot Paul Andros
when he stepped into the Slyther Inn.  The man was boasting roundly about his
exploits.  As David stalked toward him, others moved away.  They could sense
the danger approaching.


"And look if it isn't the bitch's
nosy little brother!" Andros said when he saw David.  David judged him to
be drunk, but not so drunk as to not be responsible for his actions.  "And
have you come to beg for an apology, Davey?"  Turning to the bartender, he
tried to say, "I'm sure he hates being called..."


At that point, David grabbed Andros by
the collar, forcibly turned him to face David, and he punched him as hard as he
could in the face.  Andros dropped like a sack of potatoes to the floor,
screaming in agony as the blood gushed from his broken nose.


David ignored the man for a minute, as he
pulled some granas out of his pocket.  He counted them out and set them on the
bar, scooting them over to the bartender, who was also the owner.


The bartender counted them out.  "Three
thousand granas?  What the hell is this for?"


"Repairs," David replied.  He
then turned back to the writhing body of Paul Andros, who was just now getting
to his feet.  David yanked the man up forcibly, and then punched him in the
stomach.  Andros doubled over, but David was having none of that.  He grabbed
the man by his lapels and hauled.


Andros left his feet, and then his back
slammed down hard onto a table.  The table collapsed under the impact.  Andros
rolled free of the debris, trying to rise to his feet.


David blasted an energy ball into Andros'
chest, sending him flying into another table.  The other patrons had cleared
the floor, but they weren't leaving.  They wanted to watch the fight.


"Hey, you want to fight dirty, I can
fight dirty," Andros said, firing a sloppy ball of energy straight at
David.


David caught it and exploded it in a
harmless flash of light.  He then brought his hands together, and everyone
could see a bright light forming there.  Finally, David let loose with a bolt
of electricity.  It was far feebler than what he'd created in class, because
there wasn't nearly as much electricity floating around the pub.  Still, it
caused Andros to quiver and shake, and he dropped to his knees once David
released him.


David walked over to the man, and kicked
him in the jaw.  Andros went sprawling on the floor.  Not nearly satisfied,
David reached down and once more hauled the man forcibly to his feet, and
punched him in the face again.  Andros bounced off the wall and staggered away,
until David fired another ball of energy which hit him in the knee.


Andros toppled to the floor, his knee
wrenched.  He screamed in agony.


"Not so much fun on the receiving
end, is it, you cocksucking son of a bitch?" David roared angrily.  He
pulled out his wand and began uttering every painful hex he could think of.  By
the time David had run out of spells, Paul Andros was lying on the floor in a
puddle of his own blood, spit, and vomit.  He was barely capable of moving. 
David was, himself, drenched in sweat.  His rage had finally run its course. 
The man was alive, if barely.  Now, all that was left were the consequences.


David turned back and sat down at the
bar.


"Honey mead, if you would,"
David asked.


The bartender poured the drink without
comment.  Bonnie, however, came over to him.


"David, you need to get out of
here.  I called the Rimohrs on that jerk before you got here.  They could be
here any minute!"


"And I'm not going to make Joe's
life any harder by making him hunt me down," David said to her.  "But
thanks for the warning, anyway."


"David... this is because of what he
did to Cat?"


"Cat is a good friend of mine. 
Nobody does that to a friend of mine without an appropriately measured
response."


"This was measured?" the
bartender asked incredulously.


"He's still alive, isn't he?"
David asked reasonably.


The bartender opened his mouth, but
didn't have a good response to that.  David finished his mead, and set the mug
down.  "If that doesn't cover the damage, please let me know, and I'll pay
whatever more is necessary."


The barman waved it off, and refilled
David's mug.


"On the house," he said. 
"Cat's a friend of mine, too, but I can't afford to do what you just did. 
I have a business and a family."


David nodded, then raised his mug to the
barman, and took a big gulp.


-----


When Joe and Vivian entered the pub, Bonnie
hadn't even bothered trying to clean up the devastation.  David had broken
about half the tables in the place, and at least as many chairs.  There was
glass strewn everywhere, and the patrons had simply moved to the unmangled end
of the room.


"Holy shit, what happened in
here?" Joe asked.


"He did," someone said, jerking
his thumb in David's direction.  It was the healer from Gorumshead, who didn't
have much familiarity with David.


Joe saw David sitting at the bar,
drinking calmly.  He saw the remains of what had once been a man, but now
looked more like a pile of debris.


"Is he alive?" Joe asked the
healer.


"Yes.  And he'll live.  But he's
going to be in an infirmary for a very long time."


"How long?" Vivian asked.


"Months."


Joe nodded, and moved over to David. 
"Feeling a bit aggressive today, are we?" Joe asked.


"Not really," David replied. 
"I was kind of angry earlier... but I'm feeling much better now."


Joe cocked an eyebrow at him. 
"You... did that."


"Not much point in denying
that."


"Why?" Vivian asked.


"He hurt a friend of mine.  She's
lying in the infirmary on campus.  I figured, if she was in an infirmary, he
should be, too."


"You realize I'm going to have to
arrest you for this," Joe said.


"I know.  Why do you think I'm still
here?"


"Are you trying to break up
my marriage?  Do you realize what Zyla is going to do to me when I go home and
tell her I arrested our daughter's godfather?"


David smirked.  "Tell her he
deserved it, and that you had a job to do.  Or, if you want to wimp out, you
could make Vivian arrest me.  Her pat-down would probably be more fun,
anyway..."


Vivian blushed at that.


Joe shook his head.  "Come on. 
Stand up and turn around."


"Is that really necessary?"
Bonnie asked.  "He's no danger to you, and if he was a flight risk, he
wouldn't have been waiting for you."


"It's regulations, ma'am,"
Vivian said.  "We have to do it to everyone."


"Don't worry about it, Bonnie.  It's
cool."


"No, it's not," she said
seriously.  "It's not cool at all.  Good luck, David," she said, and
kissed him strongly for a brief moment before stepping back.


"Thanks."  Turning to Joe, he
said, "Okay, Officer Garibaldi, let's get going."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


"Mr. Stroud," the magistrate
said.  "To what do we owe the pleasure this time?"


The prosecutor said, "Your Honor,
Mr. Stroud is charged with aggravated battery, and aggravated magical
battery."


The magistrate's eyes widened. 
"Details?"


"On Sunday, May 19th, David Stroud
entered Ye Olde Slyther Inn and Pub, in Gorumshead, around eight o'clock in the
evening.  There, he attacked one Paul Andros, a patron at the pub.  We have
statements from several witnesses, including the bartender and the
barmaid."


"And is Mr. Andros here today?"
the magistrate asked.


"No, Your Honor.  Mr. Andros is in
the Gorumshead infirmary.  It is the estimation of Healer Hoo that Mr. Andros
will be there for several months, due to the magical nature of many of the
injuries."


"Yikes," the magistrate
opined.  Turning to David, he returned to his professional mien.  "Mr.
Stroud, how do you plead to the charges before you?"


"Guilty," David said.  There
was a gasp in the audience.  They had not expected that.


"Are you ever going to learn
how you're supposed to do this?" the magistrate asked.  "You plead not
guilty, then we try to find out whether or not you really did it."  The
magistrate was clearly trying to lighten the mood in the court.


David shrugged.  "Sorry, Your Honor,
but I see no reason to deny the obvious truth.  I did, in fact, attack Paul
Andros, with intent to do harm.  And yes, I was pretty aggravated at the
time."


The magistrate, and several audience
members, chuckled.  The prosecution said, "That is not what
aggravated battery means!"


David shrugged at the man.


"Do you have anything to say
in your defense?" the magistrate asked.


"Only that I had what I consider to
be a good reason for my actions."


"What could possibly justify this?"
the prosecutor objected.


David handed the man an image, on a piece
of parchment.  He was gratified to see the man pale.  As the prosecutor handed
the picture to the magistrate, David said, "I don't know if you recognize
her or not, Your Honor.  That is Catherine Arpilla.  She has been in your court
a couple of times."


"I'm aware of who she is.  What in
the world happened to her?"


"Paul Andros happened to her.  This
image of her was taken right before I arrived at the infirmary on Sunday
night.  I was informed that Paul Andros had beaten her."


"Objection.  This brings in facts
not in evidence."


"Not true," David replied. 
"Read Officer Garibaldi's report closely.  He makes it clear that he was
called to the Slyther Inn to arrest a man assaulting a woman.  Further, the
statement of the barmaid, Bonnie, makes clear that she was calling the Rimohrs
against Andros, not me."


"Agreed.  Your objection is
overruled.  So, let me get this straight, son.  You're still watching out for
Catherine Arpilla, who was, apparently, dating this Andros character.  Andros
chose to work her over in public.  When you were told about it, you went to
have it out with the man.  Did you try to talk to him about it?"


"When I stepped into the pub, the
man was boasting about what he'd done.  I saw no merit in trying to discuss it
with him."


"Did you intend to discuss it before
you entered the pub?" the magistrate asked knowingly.


"No," David replied honestly.


"I see.  So, you went there
for..."


"Vengeance."


The magistrate's eyes went wide. 
"You're not even going to call it justice?"


"If I had been administering
justice, Your Honor, the man wouldn't still be alive."


There was a loud murmur through the
courtroom at that.  The magistrate gaveled them quiet.


"An interesting statement.  You have
no remorse for your actions whatsoever, do you?"


"No, sir, I don't."


"An unrepentant criminal," the
prosecutor asserted.  "That kind of attitude deserves the maximum
penalty."


"Perhaps you need to see the picture
again?" the magistrate asked.  "This isn't someone who randomly
picked a man to beat up for his money, or to strong-arm him into some
agreement.  This is a man who was balancing the books for something done to a
friend."


"But, Your Honor," the
prosecutor started.


"Quiet, Doug," the magistrate
said.  Turning to David, he said, "Your plea of guilty is accepted by the
court.  Further, your extenuating circumstances are accepted as mitigation by
the court.  As such, I am hereby sentencing you to twenty-one days.  You may
serve them in the facility of your choice."


"What are my options?" David
asked.


"The Bolmont Jail, or the Northern
Callamandia Criminal Management Facility."


"I'm not going to wizard
prison?" David asked, surprised.


"If you'd prefer that, I can arrange
it..." the magistrate said with a grin.


"Um, no, sir, that's all right.  I
think I'd prefer the NCCMF, Your Honor."


"I had a feeling you would.  We
reserve slots in wizarding prison for truly heinous offenses."


"Yes, sir."


"Sentence is so ordered.  Further,
as is mandated in the law for any violent offender, you are also required to
attend a two-week anger and aggression management seminar within ninety days of
your release.  You will be given more information about that after your prison
sentence is served.  Case closed."


Two Rimohrs showed up at David's side, to
gently take him into custody.  They led him into a room, where Jailla was
waiting.


"Twenty-one days," David told
him.


"That's not bad, considering,"
Jailla told him.


"Yeah.  So... what are you going to
do?"


"What do you mean?" Jailla
asked.


"You didn't commit the crime.  You
don't have to go to jail.  You could stay up at the Animal Annex, if you
wanted."


"You are my wizard," Jailla
said.  "Where you go, I go."


David nodded, and then turned to the officers. 
"I guess we're ready."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~


David had been settled into his cell at
NCCMF for two full days when the call came in.  He'd already seen and talked
with Sam, and Cat had mirrored from the infirmary.  Joe and Zyla had sent him a
care package, and had promised to visit the following weekend.  Other than
that, no one knew where he was.


Except, apparently, now the dean knew.


"Call for you, Stroud," the
guard said.  He wheeled a large mirror in front of the cell door.  In the glass
was Dean Lengel.


"Mr. Stroud," she said. 
"I have been informed that you have been arrested and jailed for
aggravated battery.  Is this correct?"


David flinched at her tone.  She hadn't
called him "Mr. Stroud" in months.  "Yes, ma'am."


Dean Lengel frowned.  "When you get
out of prison, I want you to come to my office, so that we can discuss your
future here at the Academy."


"Yes, ma'am."


After a long moment of silence, she said,
"I'm very disappointed in you, David."  With that, she fogged off.


The guard wheeled away the mirror, and
David shuffled slowly back to his bed.  He sank down onto it, thinking over everything
that had gone wrong this year.  His closeness with Sam was gone, as well as the
relationship he'd had with Miss J.  His best friend had betrayed him to an
enemy.  Three of his closest schoolmates were heading off for new lives, and he
might never see them again.  He had been an idiot and failed his weapons-carry
exam, and then, to top it all off, he had allowed his temper loose, and he'd
landed himself in prison.  He stared at the floor, knowing that he had probably
destroyed his future at the school, possibly cost himself his professional
standing with the guilds, and maybe even would have his chevrons revoked by the
king.


But Emile's words to him were perhaps the
most devastating of the lot.  David heaved a great sigh of distress.


"God damn it."


~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~

~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~~≈≡≈~~
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