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The Woodward Academy, Year 6


Chapter 1: June



	"Are you ready for this, Sweetheart?" Chloe's father asked her.  They were standing together outside the interview room at the Rimohr Callamandian Headquarters in Cormatsen.



	"I guess so," she said, fidgeting.  "I just wish David had gotten me that letter of recommendation he promised."



	"Why didn't he?" her father asked.



	Before Chloe could answer, off to their left they heard, "Because in-person recommendations usually carry more weight."



	Chloe looked, and let out a huge sigh of relief.  "David!"  She gave him a strong hug when he got close enough.



	When she finally let him go, she said, "You didn't have to come all the way down here for my interview.  The letter was all I needed..."



	David smiled.  "I had to be here, anyway.  So, are you ready?"



	"I am now," she said.



	The three entered the interview room.  Mr. Kirkland found a chair along the wall to sit in.  Chloe and David approached the interviewers, with Chloe leading.  David stopped several paces behind her, but she stepped up to the podium and set down her folder.



	"Good morning," she said to the three interviewers.  "My name is Chloe Kirkland, and I am here to apply for admission to the Rimohr Academy."



	"Good morning, Miss Kirkland.  We have your application and we have looked it over.  We have just a few questions."



	The questions were straightforward, and Chloe answered them without trouble.



	"We see here that your fifth-year grades are not yet available.  Why is that?"



	"They should be available soon, sir.  I was in the infirmary for a month, during which time normal classes ended.  I had to take my final exams after I recovered.  I just finished them yesterday, as a matter of fact."



	The reviewer nodded.  Another one asked, "What were you in the infirmary for?"



	"I..."  Here, Chloe faltered.  She looked a little panicked, and then looked at David.



	"What's the matter?" he asked.



	"I'm not sure how to describe the situation without a really long explanation," she told him.



	David nodded, then stepped forward.  "Miss Kirkland was injured while performing her duties as a Woodward Academy Discipline Response Team member."



	"You are?" the interviewer asked.



	"David Stroud.  Formerly the Discipline Response Team captain.  Miss Kirkland's immediate superior."



	"You say she was injured while performing her duties.  What, exactly, happened?"



	"Miss Kirkland was betrayed by a colleague, and while transporting a detainee, she and another DIRT member were ambushed by a group of about a dozen people."



	The interviewers spoke quietly for a second, and then turned back to David.  "You say you were her immediate supervisor?"



	"Correct."



	"Did you ever accompany her in the field?"



	"Many times."



	"Can you give us your personal evaluation of her performance?"



	"She was the best team member I had.  She showed restraint, when necessary, and yet was able to apply force as needed.  She has a strong awareness of situations, knowing when things are dangerous, and when they are merely annoying.  She showed good leadership skills and excellent observational skills.  I promoted Miss Kirkland to patrol leader after one of my original leaders showed himself to be unworthy of the position.  I never once regretted that decision.  In short, I wish I'd had a team of Chloes."



	Chloe blushed at that last comment.



	"That was a very strong endorsement of our applicant.  Tell me, what is Miss Kirkland's worst flaw?"



	"She takes things a little too personally," David said.  "She was very upset about missing the final confrontation with the people who ambushed her, for instance.  While I understand those feelings, and even share them, it is her strongest weakness, such as it is."



	"That's not much of one," one of the interviewers said.



	David shrugged.  "She's good, what can I say?"



	"Would you work with her as your subordinate again?"



	"In a heartbeat."



	"As an equal?"



	"Yes."



	"As your superior?"



	David considered for a brief moment.  "Yes."



	"That response took a little longer."



	"I'm more cautious about who I follow than who I lead," David said.



	"Fair enough."  The interviewers discussed some more things quietly, and then looked back at them.



	"Miss Kirkland, your application for entrance into the Rimohr Academy has been approved.  You are to report to the campus on Monday morning for orientation and processing."



	"Yes, sir!" she said, snapping to attention.  David smiled at her.



	Once Chloe had gathered her things and stepped aside, David stepped up to the podium.



	"You have something more to say, Mr. Stroud?" the interviewer asked knowingly.



	"Yes, sir.  My name is David Stroud, and I am here to apply to the Rimohr Internship Program."



	Chloe turned in surprise.  She had been about to leave, but she waved her father back to his chair, and sat beside him.



	"You're aware that completion of the internship program will take longer than the academy?" one of the interviewers asked.



	"Yes, sir.  My reason for becoming an intern rather than a cadet is that I intend to continue with my schooling, but I would like to be ready to be a full-fledged Rimohr at the time I complete my academic career."



	"How far into your schooling are you?"



	"I just completed my fifth year."



	"And how far are you intending to go?"



	"My current plan is to complete all eight years at the Woodward Academy, sir."



	"So you envision a three-year internship?"



	"Yes, sir."



	"And you would, I assume, want to work out of the office closest to Woodward, then?"



	"Yes, sir, that would be the Bolmont office."



	The interviewer smiled.  "Yes, I know."



	"Yes, sir," David said, grinning sheepishly.



	"You have completed five years of schooling.  Do you have your entrepreneurial license?"



	"Yes, sir."



	"What other qualifications do you bring with you?  And, rather than list them in one breath, I'd like you to explain them one at a time, please."



	"Yes, sir.  Do you want them in chronological order, order of how important I think they might be to the job, or just how?"



	"Let's go with biggest first.  Do you have any titles?"



	"Yes, sir.  First off, I am a Potions Master second class, a member of the Royal Potions Guild."



	"How long have you been a potion master?"



	"A year and... eight?... months, sir.  A year ago, last October."



	"So, did you enter the guild as a second-class?"



	"Yes, sir.  I'm currently working on upgrading my membership to first-class status."



	"I see.  How would you do that?"



	"It's mainly a matter of inventing potions.  The more you invent, and the more useful they are, the higher your rank."



	"Okay.  How might you use this skill in your job as a Rimohr?"



	"Well, of course, I know how to make truth potions, so I would be able to create those when the magistrate approved of them.  Further, and more importantly, potion-making allows for solid forensic investigation of evidence."



	"Perhaps you'd better explain," another interviewer said.



	"For instance, if you have two substances, and you want to know if they are identical.  There are some spells, but they are... shall we say a bit vague.  On the other hand, there are a dozen or more potions which can tell you, with absolute certainty, if the substances match.  There are other ways, as well.  This is just the first one that comes to mind."



	"Okay, good.  Any other titles?"



	"Yes, sir.  I am a 4th-level Conjuring Master, a member of the Royal Conjuring Association."



	"And how long have you had that mastery?"



	"Less than a month."



	"You entered the guild as a 4th-level?" another interviewer asked.



	"Actually, I'm supposed to be a 5th-level, but there was no one present at my testing who could grant me that status, so yes, I'm officially a 4th-level."



	"And how would this help your job as a Rimohr?"



	"Logically, it can't."



	"Excuse me?"



	"Conjuring is a prohibited magic during criminal investigations, because there is too much a chance for easy manipulation of the evidence."



	"Okay, then," the primary interviewer said, a bit surprised by David's knowledge.  "Any more titles?"



	"Yes, sir.  I'm also a Peg Rider First Class, a member of the Peg Riders of Callamandia, a guild of which I am a co-founder and current co-chairman."



	"And when did that guild form?"



	"We were given royal permission last year, but our first official meeting was early February."



	"So you know how to ride a pegasus?"



	"I do so regularly."



	"And how might this assist you as a Rimohr?"



	"I have immediate high-speed transportation with an all-terrain capability," David said.  "It allows me to go places quickly without having to worry about how to get there.  Investigations often rely on speed."



	The interviewers conversed with themselves for a second, then turned back to David.  "Is there more?"



	"Yes, sir.  I am also a certified proraziveur, fourth level."



	"And you obtained that..."



	"In March."



	"Why did you get that certification?"



	"Because my Divination instructors wanted me to.  They filed the application without my knowledge."



	"I see.  And, I know this may seem a dumb question, but how could you use this skill as a Rimohr?"



	David smiled.  "Well, that's rather obvious.  Upon approval of the magistrate, it can be used to attempt to see past the work of an impediveur who is protecting an alleged criminal."



	"Very good.  I wanted to see if you'd remember the bit about the magistrate's involvement."



	David nodded.



	"Do you have any more official titles or certifications?"



	"I have a license to carry a weapon."



	The interviewers looked a bit surprised.  "How much training have you had, and with which weapons?"



	"I've had two years of Sword and Staff training."



	"Your grades?"



	"I was considered best of my intermediate class."



	"Very nice.  Anything else?"



	David thought for a second.  "No, that's the last of my official paperwork."



	"Okay.  What other qualities do you bring?"



	"As a potions master, I am also an expert on Herbology, having spent three and a half years in classwork, plus a couple years in extra training with a fairy.  This can be important if an investigation involves plant life somehow.



	"I have investigative experience.  In my fourth year at the Academy, I assisted first the Rimohr office in Bolmont, and then the school's security office, in tracking down a thief on campus.  I also worked to clear the reputation of one of the Academy's instructors who was being harassed by her ex-husband.



	"Next, I have law-enforcement experience, as the leader of the Discipline Response Team at Woodward Academy.  The DIRT was a small group of upperclassmen designed to combat the growing misbehavior and violence at the academy.



	"Third, I am a demighost.  As a demighost, I have the ability to travel between worlds far more easily than your average individual.  I have traveled through Haven, and have a passing understanding of how that world functions.  As someone born in Earth, I have an intimate familiarity with the way that world works, as well.  As such, I would not be hampered by an investigation that required me to move between worlds.



	"Finally, I have a long-standing familiarity with my requested training officer, Agent Garibaldi.  I am also familiar with some of the other current members of the Bolmont Division."



	While the primary interviewer was writing some notes, one of the others asked, "You are aware of the limitations placed upon you, as a demighost, while functioning as an investigator?"



	"Yes, ma'am.  I must be at least visible at all times during anything I later testify to.  I cannot collect evidence unless I am solid.  I believe there are some other, smaller, issues, but those are the two big ones."



	The woman nodded, then she asked, "Do you have any references or letters of recommendation?"



	"Yes, ma'am."  David conjured a folder from his Conjuring Room onto the table in front of the interviewer.  "I have a letter of recommendation from Agent Garibaldi, first off.  After that would be a letter from Seth Tupper, the head of security at the Woodward Academy, and my immediate supervisor as captain of the DIRT.  After that is a letter from Dean Emile Lengel, Dean of Students at Woodward Academy."



	"What, no letter from the king?" the third interviewer teased.



	"I didn't want to bother him," David said in sarcastic reply.  The other interviewers chuckled.



	The primary interviewer spoke quietly to the other two, then turned back to David.



	"We have Rimohr officers on the job with records that don't look nearly this good.  Why do you think you need an internship?  You could probably spend a month at the Academy and be on the job shortly thereafter."



	"While I think that is probably true in a strictly technical sense, my concern is whether or not I am mentally and emotionally prepared to handle the position.  What I'm hoping to gain from my internship is a better understanding of the mindset needed to perform real duties as a Rimohr.  To date, my positions of authority have really allowed me the leeway to act more or less as I saw fit.  I know that a Rimohr has to be more circumspect and restrained in his behavior, and so I'm looking to see if I have that within me, without wasting other people's time in the process."



	"You might be wasting Agent Garibaldi's time..." one interviewer said.



	"Yeah, but he'll forgive me.  I'm godfather to his daughter," David said.



	The interviewers chuckled again.



	"Mr. Stroud, your application for admittance into the Rimohr Internship Program is hereby approved.  On Monday, you will report to the Rimohr Academy for processing, registration, and some basic coursework about Dugerran law.  After that, you will report to the Bolmont Divisional Headquarters and speak to Agent Wilson for orientation and further processing.  After that, you will be assigned to Agent Garibaldi, who is, in fact, the only training officer available in the Bolmont Division."



	"Yes, sir.  Thank you."



	"Good luck, Mr. Stroud.  Not that I think you're going to need it."



	David smiled, packed up his paperwork, and turned to go.  He was surprised to see Chloe and her father still there.



	"I didn't know you were signing up, too," Chloe said as they all walked out of the interview room.



	David shrugged.  "I hadn't made up my mind until after the big fight.  Something's got to be done about the problem.  I may not be able to do much, but I'll do my part."



	"Glad to have you aboard," she said seriously.



	"Thanks.  You guys want to go get something to eat, to celebrate?"



	"We don't want to put you out," Chloe's father said.



	David just snorted.  "Come on."



 

 

	"Okay, so, tomorrow, we will take an exam," the instructor said.  "Those of you who pass the exam will move on to the next phase of your training.  Those of you who do not pass the exam will have the joy of sitting through this course again.  Any questions?"



	Someone in the back asked, "How many times can we take the exam?"



	"Three.  If you fail it the third time, you will be asked to leave the academy."



	The person sitting next to Chloe asked, "Hey, you never covered this in class... where does the Rimohr's authority come from, anyway?"



	The instructor smiled.  "We assumed you were paying attention in your history classes.  For those of you who were, can anyone answer his question?"



	Chloe raised her hand, and got an acknowledgment.  "In 1427, the Council of Wizards established the Rimohrs as an international investigative body to deal with rogue wizards, who were becoming more common at the time, and were moving from one country to another to avoid the judicial forces of each separate nation.  The council requires every national leader to re-ratify the Rimohr Treaty, which gives the Rimohrs the authority to come and go through any country as they see fit, and arrest a citizen of any nationality.  In return, the Rimohrs will also enforce, locally, the laws of the individual kingdoms in which they are working."



	"Very good, Miss Kirkland.  Any other questions?"



	David raised his hand.



	"Mr. Stroud?  You haven't asked a question all week.  What's on your mind?"



	"You've already answered all the questions I had, but something Chloe just said kind of spurred a question in my mind.  What if I, as a Callamandian citizen, was required by my Rimohr duty to arrest the sitting Callamandian king?  Which loyalty takes precedence?  The oath I took as a citizen would seem to bar me from threatening the king's authority in this way."



	There were murmurs in the group; none of them had thought of that.



	The instructor smiled.  "Damn, when you do ask a question, it's a doozy."



	David grinned in embarrassment.



	"So.  What happens when the king goes rogue?  According to the Rimohr Treaty, if the Rimohrs attempt to make a lawful arrest of a sitting national leader, that is, they have a warrant from the Council of Wizards to do so, then the national leader is required to immediately abdicate their throne.  This prevents the issue you're talking about, because the person is then no longer your king, and your loyalty oath no longer applies."



	"But what if the king refuses to abdicate?" David pressed.



	"Most likely the royal court would take him into custody for you, and nullify his position as king."



	"And if they didn't?"



	"If the entire royal court refuses the lawful authority of the Rimohr officers, then they have violated the treaty.  Violation of the Rimohr Treaty by the government would cause the Council of Wizards to declare the offending country a Rogue Nation.  The status of Rogue Nation basically means that the council will lend all of its authority and resources to any nation fighting that rogue nation.  So, using Callamandia as an example, if the king and his court were to violate the treaty in the way you suggest, then the Council of Wizards would go to Vrudena, Mirelia, and Gtharsis, and encourage them to go to war with us, lending all the Council's resources to the effort.  Further, Mirelia, as the only human-based neighbor nation, would be required to accept Callamandian refugees as their own citizens.  The Council doesn't want innocent civilians hurt because of the decision of the government, so they are encouraged to get out of the way.  Rogue Nations are not permitted in Dugerra, and will be dealt with forcefully."



	"So all nations have to abide by the Council's way of doing things?" someone asked.  "That's kind of dictatorial, isn't it?"



	"The Council of Wizards doesn't make rules concerning governing style.  This conversation is almost moot, because there are only two or three things for which any national leader could conceivably be arrested.  The likelihood of any sitting king doing any of them is pretty remote.  However, violating treaties is one of the things for which they can be arrested.  Since every nation has ratified the wizarding treaties, and the Rimohr Treaty, violating those would be an arrestable offense."  Looking to David, he asked, "Does that satisfactorily answer your question?"



	"Yes, sir."



	"Good.  Now then, the exam will be at nine o'clock tomorrow morning, right here.  Don't be late.  Class is dismissed."



	As the class filed out, Chloe stepped over to David.  "You planning to arrest the king?" she asked with a chuckle.



	David smiled.  "No.  It was just that you said that each national leader is required to ratify the treaty, and I got to asking myself, 'What if he didn't?'  That led me to thinking about the possible consequences, and I ended up with my question."



	Chloe nodded.  "You want to study together?  I don't want to sit through this class again."



	"Sure.  I'm kind of glad we ended up in this class together.  At least I knew one person here."



	"Yeah, same here.  Though I'm sure I'll get to know all of them over time.  You, on the other hand, are heading out as soon as this class is over, aren't you?"



	"Assuming I pass the exam."



	Chloe snorted.  "I don't think that's going to be a problem.  I wonder how we got lucky enough that our classes were together, though."



	"I asked about that, actually.  They scheduled this class now specifically because I needed it right away.  Basically, they wait until they have enough students to form a class with.  You'll note we had a pretty small group.  They wouldn't normally have had this class, the guy told me, for another six months, unless someone needed it right away, like what happened."



	"So the schedule is flexible," Chloe said.



	"Yeah, because the whole system is a go-as-you-can process.  Some people, like you, I imagine, will only take a few months.  Others, like Agent Garibaldi, will take the full two years."



	"I hope I can live up to that expectation," Chloe said.



	David patted her on the shoulder.  "Don't worry about it.  Just do your best.  However long it takes you, we both know you'll come out a Rimohr on the other side.  Anyway, let's get studying.  Where do you want to go?"



	"Let's go to the mess hall.  That way we can get drinks and food without interrupting our study time."



	"Works for me."



 

 

	David stepped into the Bolmont Division Rimohr office with a slight bit of trepidation.  While he'd been here before, he was now expected to work here.  His first stop was to talk with Nancy, the newly promoted office director.



	"Good morning, sir.  Can I help you?"



	"Sir?  When did I become a sir?" David asked her with a grin.  She knew him well enough by now to recognize him by sight.



	"When you put that on," she said pointing to his badge with her InkyQuill.



	"Hmph.  Color me important," he said.  "I need to speak with Agent Wilson.  Is he available?"



	"Yes, he's in his office.  Could you sign in, please?  All officers need to sign in and out."



	"I'm not an officer yet.  I'm just an intern."



	"You look officer-y enough to me," she said with a smirk, and motioned to the sign in sheet.



	David signed in, then walked back toward the squad room.  He was lucky that Agent Garibaldi wasn't present; he wasn't yet ready to face him as a true subordinate.  He knocked on Agent Wilson's door.



	"Come in," Agent Wilson called out.



	David went in, closing the door behind himself.  He stood at attention before the agent's desk.



	"David Stroud, reporting for duty, sir," he said formally.



	Agent Wilson leaned back.  "Well, Mr. Stroud.  Figured that just tinkering with our investigations wasn't enough for you?"



	David could hear the humor in the agent's voice.  Still, he responded formally.  "Figured I'd learn how to do it right, sir."



	Agent Wilson snorted.  "You got the bad guy arrested.  That's doing it right.  So.  You're here as an intern, right?"



	"Yes, sir."



	"All right.  Let's get you processed.  You have about twenty forms to fill out.  Some of which could be tricky for you."



	"Sir?"



	"Well, there are forms for things like emergency contacts, and next of kin.  As you're a demighost, these could pose an issue."



	David grinned.  "Oh, I gotcha.  Well, emergency contact is easy enough.  Next of kin... does it have to be biological next of kin?"



	"No."



	"Then that's not really a problem, either."



	"Fair enough.  Let me grab the packet, and you can get started on it."



 

 

	Agent Wilson had ushered David into a side room, where he spent the next four hours filling out paperwork.  Wilson had then gone over some of the local procedures that were used in the Bolmont Division.  Each division had its own unique way of handling the administrative side of things, and David needed to learn how he had to work here.  By the end of Agent Wilson's crash course, it was nearing the end of the day.



	"All right.  That's about all I need to go over.  I'm sure you'll have forgotten half of it already, so expect me to yell at you when you screw it up."



	David grinned.  "Yes, sir."



	"So.  Let's go out and meet the team."



	Agent Wilson led him out of the side room into the squad room, which was central to the entire building.



	"All right, listen up," Agent Wilson said, his voice ringing through the large space.  The officers all turned to face him.  David felt a bit like a science specimen all of a sudden.  Wilson said, "This is David Stroud.  He's our first intern.  For those of you who haven't yet read the memo, an intern is not allowed to conduct investigations alone.  Mr. Stroud here must always be accompanied by one of you while he is acting as a Rimohr.  He is not allowed to arrest anyone.  He is, however, allowed to detain someone for later arrest by a full officer.  So long as he's being supervised by one of you, he has full Rimohr authority.  Let him do the work, in other words."



	There were chuckles throughout the office at that.



	"I know some of you already know David.  The rest of you will get to know him as time goes on.  When you get a chance, introduce yourselves, so he can stop calling you, 'hey you.'"



	Once again, the officers chuckled.  David was surprised at this side of Agent Wilson.  He'd not suspected the man had a sense of humor.



	"Okay, that's all.  Get back to work."  To David, he said, "I assume you can find Garibaldi on your own?"



	"Unfortunately," David said with a theatrical sigh.



	Wilson laughed.  "Welcome to the team, David.  Good luck."



	David nodded to his boss, and then walked over to Garibaldi's desk.  He stood at attention while Joe filled out a form.



	"Don't just stand there, you're in my light," Joe said.  "Sit down."



	David took the seat next to Joe's desk.  Vivian was the first to come by.



	"Welcome, Officer Stroud," she said with a warm smile.



	"I'm not an officer yet," he objected.



	Joe looked up at that point.  "Okay, lesson number one:  Don't ever utter those words again.  Especially not in public.  As far as anyone outside this room is concerned, you are just another Rimohr.  You need to act like it."



	"Yes, sir," David said seriously.



	"Lesson number two:  Don't ever fucking call me 'sir' again, or I'll have Zyla revoke your visiting privileges with Grace."



	"Ouch," David said.



	Joe grinned at him.  "Seriously, David.  Except for the people who need to know, just act like you're just another one of us."



	"But... won't the difference in my badge make it kind of obvious I'm not?"  David's badge was of the same hawk design, but contained no gem in its tail.



	"Probably not.  If someone does ask, just tell them you're a rookie."



	"Okay."



	"Any questions?"



	"Yeah.  What's Zyla making us for dinner?"



	"Us?" Joe asked in surprise.



	"You're my training officer.  Don't I spend 24/7 in your presence now?" David asked, feigning innocence.



	Joe barked out a laugh.  "Not if you want to remain my friend!"



	David chuckled.



	Joe said, "But she did tell me to invite you to dinner.  She's making roast chicken."



	Vivian said, "Wish someone was making me dinner..."



	David smiled at her.  Joe just raised his eyes to the ceiling.  "I can't win..."



	"And yet you keep trying," David said teasingly.



	"Okay, so, your first job is about a hundred sheets of paperwork..." Joe told him in response.



	David just laughed.



 

 

	"Honeys, I'm home!" David cried out with amusement as he entered his house in Bolmont.  Both Olissa and Flo were staying with him over the summer.



	Jailla flew into the entranceway and landed on his shoulder.



	"Welcome home," he said.



	"Aw, man.  Two pretty girls in the house, and I get greeted by the bird."



	Jailla knew David was teasing him.  He nipped him on the ear, anyway.



	"Ouch!  You bastard," David said with a chuckle.  "Where are the others?"



	"Olissa is preparing dinner.  Flo is taking a bath."  After a pause, Jailla said, "Or, I should say, she said she was going to take a bath.  I have not verified this."



	David laughed as he took his coat off and set it across a chair in the great room.  "Still squeamish about naked people, eh?"



	"I am not squeamish.  I am nauseated."



	"How rude," David said.  As they wandered through the dining room, David picked up a berry and handed it to Jailla, who happily ate it.



	As David entered the kitchen, he saw that Olissa was chopping up something to put into a pan on the stove.  He made sure she knew he was there before he put his hands on her hips.



	"Welcome home," she told him softly.  Jailla flew off to get away from the heat of the stoves, and David leaned in to kiss Olissa on the neck.



	"Whatcha makin'?" he asked.



	"Roast dragon with sweet potatoes."



	David was pretty sure she was kidding, but, looking around, he said, "Where's Bispy?"



	Olissa turned and looked at him with a mischievous grin on her face, then arched her eyebrows a couple times.  Finally, she broke down and laughed.  "He's in the sun room.  I'm actually making pot roast."



	"Yum," David said.  "Ready soon?"



	"In about an hour," she replied.



	"Okay.  I'll let you keep at it, then.  I'll be out back if you need me."



	"'kay."



 

 

	"So you catch any bad guys today?" Flo asked as she passed him the carrots.



	David snorted.  "I haven't even left the office yet.  First I went over the long list of people the Rimohrs are still looking for - including my good buddy Wendell Kendall - and then he had me reading Earth newspapers."



	"What the heck for?" Olissa asked.



	"To find rogue wizards.  Sometimes what they do makes it into the paper."



	"That sounds like a complete waste of time," Flo said.



	David shrugged.  "Look at it this way: if they didn't do that, you and I would probably never have met.  It was Garibaldi who found the newspaper articles about things I was doing that got me caught in the first place."



	"What were you doing?" Flo asked.



	David looked at Olissa, who already knew about his revenge.  Flo didn't.



	"Some things I probably shouldn't have been," David said.  "I'd rather not talk about it, if you don't mind."



	"Sure," Flo said.  To change the subject, she said, "This is great roast, Olissa."



	Olissa smiled at Flo, but when she looked at David, she frowned to see the look on his face.



 

 

	"Since when do we handle noise disturbances?" David asked Garibaldi.  They were in his glide car, heading to their case location.  It was nearly eight o'clock at night, and David was glad he'd put the magic lanterns on the car.



	"Because this is a recurring and predictable event.  We're hoping to head off a real blowup in the future."



	David nodded.  He followed Garibaldi's directions to find the place.  They were in a town called Agnidence.  It wasn't a large town, and finding the right house wasn't difficult.



	David settled the glide car on the street in front of the address Garibaldi had given him.



	"It's all yours, ace," Garibaldi told him.



	"Is this the address of the complainant, or the nuisance?"



	"The complainant."



	"Okay."



	The two left the glide car, at which point David's question became unnecessary.  The noise coming from across the street was almost overpowering.  His glide car's windows had filtered most of the noise out.  They walked up to the front door, with David in the lead.  David knocked on the door.



	"Yes?  Oh, thank tivaru you're here.  Come in, come in," the man said.  David and Garibaldi entered the man's small home.



	"What seems to be the trouble, Mister..."



	"Walter Simms."



	David nodded.  "What seems to be the trouble, Mr. Simms?"



	"It's that danged house across the street!  They are blasting that music just like that.  Every Thursday night, until all hours!"



	The music, they noted, was rather loud even inside Mr. Simms' home.



	"My wife and I can't get any sleep until they're finished, and sometimes they don't finish until two or three in the morning!  I have to be to work at seven!"



	"Where do you work?" David asked.



	"At the printing house.  I'm a copyspeller.  My job requires concentration, and that means I need my sleep!"



	David nodded.  "What are your usual days off?"



	"Monday and Tuesday.  Why is this important?"



	"Just trying to find a resolution to the problem, Mr. Simms."



	"The resolution is simple.  Go tell those maniacs to be quiet!"



	David smiled.  "I realize that is a simple solution for you, Mr. Simms, but your neighbor might not see it that way.  We're going to go talk to them now, to see if we can't get them to tone it down a bit."



	"Thank you."  Mr. Simms let them out of the house, and they walked down to the car.



	"What're you waiting for?" Garibaldi asked when David paused.



	"I figured you were going to critique my performance in there."



	Garibaldi just shook his head, and motioned David onward.  They walked across the street to the nuisance house and knocked on the door.  This got no result, so they then banged on the door.  This, also, got no results.



	"The party's out back," Garibaldi said.  "There might not be anyone in the house to hear you."



	David nodded, and then he led Garibaldi around the house.  As loud as it was out front, the noise in the back was tremendous.  The band was playing full tilt, and everyone was laughing, joking, and having a great time.  Some saw the Rimohrs and looked at them curiously, but no one seemed troubled by their presence.



	David reached out and gently took one lady by the arm, to get her attention.  She whirled, about ready to slap him, until she saw his uniform.



	"Oh!  Officers.  I'm sorry, I thought you were that Johnny Wilmuller again.  How can I help you?"



	"Where can we find the owner of the home?"



	"That would be Johnny," she said with a frown.  "Always getting fresh.  He's... over there, near the refreshments," she said, pointing.



	"Thank you," David said.  He nodded to her politely and made his way through the crowd to the refreshment table.



	"John Wilmuller?" David asked.



	"Yeah?  Oh, don't tell me that neighbor of mine called you guys..."



	"Can we speak to you somewhere more private, please?" David asked calmly.



	"Yeah, sure."  He led them off to the side of the house.  The noise was still fairly nasty, but there was no one there to interfere.



	"It was that damned Mr. Simms, wasn't it?" Mr. Wilmuller groused.



	"Yes, sir," David confirmed.  "Your neighbor is rather irked by the noise.  He says it's interfering with his sleep."



	"Well, maybe he shouldn't be trying to sleep at eight o'clock at night, then!" Wilmuller snapped.



	"He suggested that your parties often run much later than this.  Sometimes as late as two or three in the morning," David said.



	"Yeah, so?"



	"Don't you think that's a tad late to be making this much noise?"



	"Hey, we party until the guests go home," Wilmuller said.  "Sometimes that takes a while."



	"I see.  Mr. Wilmuller, we're here because we're concerned that this problem will grow in the future.  I'd like to find a way to nip this in the bud right now.  Why do you hold your parties on Thursdays?"



	"A lot of my guests have Friday off," he said.



	"Could you conceivably hold your parties on either Sunday or Monday evenings?"



	"I guess I could, but why should I?"



	"Your neighbor's biggest problem is that you are interfering with his ability to perform his job by not allowing him to get enough sleep.  As he doesn't work on Monday or Tuesday, if you held your parties the night before those days, he wouldn't have that complaint to make."



	Wilmuller scratched his head.  "Yeah, I guess not..."  Then he said, "But why should I inconvenience all my guests for one old man?"



	"The 'old man', as you put it, lives here.  Your guests don't."  David paused, then said, "There is, however, another option.  Have you considered erecting a privacy field?"



	"What's that?"



	"A spell to contain the noise."



	"Man, I was never much good with spells."



	David sighed.  "Yes, sir.  I can teach you the spell, if you'd like."



	"Don't bother, man.  I'd never use it."



	David nodded.  "Very well, sir.  Please be aware that a record of this visit will be made.  If we have to continually come out here, it will be noted that you have been uncooperative with a Rimohr initiative."



	"And what's that mean?"



	"It means the government will not look favorably upon any requests you make for a period of ten years after such record is entered.  In other words, sir, it is in your best interest not to make us come out here again."



	"Great.  Just great.  You don't get what you want, so you threaten me?"



	"I'm making no threat, sir.  I'm merely informing you of the procedure we follow."



	"Yeah, yeah.  Whatever.  Look, go harass someone else.  I've got a party to get back to."



	The man walked off, and David had to restrain his urge to blast the man with an energy ball.



	"Idiot," David muttered under his breath.



	"He knows we can't do much to him directly," Garibaldi told him.



	"Yeah."



	David walked back over to Mr. Simms' house and knocked on the door again.  Mr. Simms was there quickly, and ushered them back inside.



	"Well?  I still hear a racket," Mr. Simms complained.



	"Yes, sir.  Your neighbor appears to be a rather uncooperative individual."



	"Don't I know it.  This isn't the only problem I've had with the man, but I didn't call you fellows about the other things.  This is going to get me fired if it keeps up!"



	David nodded.  "Mr. Simms, you said you're a copyspeller?"



	"That's right.  I make page-by-page copies of manuscripts for the printing house."



	"So you're fairly good with charms?"



	"They'd better hope so, sonny," the man said with a chuckle.



	"Could we step outside for a moment?  There's something I'd like to show you."



	"Okay..."  The man followed David outside, and David demonstrated the privacy field to him.  The man practiced it a few times himself, until he was sure he had it down.



	"Well, I'll be a drakee's uncle," the man said.  "That's right useful, that is."



	"Yes, sir.  Since we can't seem to get much cooperation from Mr. Wilmuller, this will at least allow you and your wife to get some sleep."



	"Well, thank you.  I'm much obliged."



	"No problem, sir.  I hope you have a good evening."  They shook the man's hand, and then headed back to the car.



	Once they were on their way back to Bolmont, David asked, "Well?"



	"Well what?" Garibaldi asked.



	"How'd I do?"



	"We'll go over it tomorrow, after you write up the report."



	"Joy."



 



	"Stroud, Garibaldi, in my office," Agent Wilson intoned neutrally.



	"Oh, hell," David muttered.  Garibaldi said nothing.  David walked into the office and stood in front of the desk.  Garibaldi leaned against a filing cabinet.  Agent Wilson closed the door.



	"So, your first field case," Wilson said.  "Tell me about it."



	"You've got the report, sir," David objected.



	"Right.  Tell me about it."



	David shrugged.  "Neighbor dispute.  The guy, Wilmuller, has a party every Thursday night.  It is apparently loud, raucous, and can go late into the night.  When we tried to talk to Mr. Wilmuller, he was wholly uncooperative.  Since, as far as I know, there was nothing we could arrest Wilmuller for, I showed Mr. Simms a spell, and we left.  End of case."



	"Why did you show Mr. Simms a spell?  That's hardly an investigative technique..."



	"Well, the incident didn't really call for investigation, sir.  I mean, no one was disputing that Mr. Wilmuller was causing all sorts of noise.  Agent Garibaldi said that our goal was to prevent the situation from becoming worse in the future.  To that end, I figured if I could give Mr. Simms a way to not be bothered by the noise, then the issue wouldn't get worse, thus achieving the goal that Agent Garibaldi said we were trying to achieve."



	Agent Wilson nodded, tapping the folder in front of him.  "Anything to add, Garibaldi?"



	"Nope."



	"Okay, for the record, we generally don't go around dispensing spellcasting advice.  On the other hand, doing so was an ingenious solution to the problem.  Ingenious enough that Mr. Simms called in this morning to thank you both.  You get a gold ring in your record for your very first case.  Not bad, Stroud."



	"A gold ring, sir?"



	"When a case is handled with above-average ability, it's marked with a gold ring.  If you do sub-standard work, you get a black X.  These marks get evaluated during your promotional periods, or, in your case, when you apply to end your internship and become a full Rimohr."



	"Oh, okay.  I get it."



	"Anyway, it was good work.  Keep it up."  Wilson waved them out of the room.



	As they were walking back to their desks, David asked, "How would you have handled last night?"



	"I'd probably have come down on Wilmuller a lot harder, ended up telling Simms to file a civil complaint, and that would have been it.  I didn't even think of the whole spell thing until you mentioned it... nor did I know the spell to offer.  How did you?"



	"Ever tried having sex when there are children in the house?" David half-answered him.  Garibaldi blushed.



 

 

	David was looking through newspapers, not finding much of anything, when Nancy walked over and presented him with a case file.



	"The OFA just dropped off this case," she told him.  "You're the only one who's not already busy."



	"Okay," David said.  "What's the OFA, again?"



	"The Office of Family Affairs.  Among other things, they're the parent agency of the Child Safety Board."



	"Hmph," David replied.  His opinion of the CSB was not a positive one.  "What's the problem?"



	"I don't read the case file, Officer Stroud.  I just deliver it," she said with a warm smile.



	David grinned sheepishly.  "Okay.  Thanks."



	Nancy walked away, back to her desk.  David opened the file to look it over.  It turned out that one John Rodgers had repeatedly failed to pay his child support, and his former wife, Cathy, had filed a complaint with the OFA.  The OFA had then gotten a magistrate's order to arrest John Rodgers so he could be brought before the court.



	The thing that would make this case somewhat tricky was that John Rodgers, a Mage by education, lived in Earth.



	Garibaldi, who had been in a meeting with Agent Wilson, came out to see David reading the case file.



	"What's that?" he asked.



	"A case file," David said.  "See?  Manila folder, papers inside, little label thingy here on the edge?"



	"All right, smart-ass," Garibaldi said, chuckling.  "Where'd it come from?"



	"The OFA dropped it off."



	"What's it about?"



	"Bench warrant for unpaid child support."



	"Seems simple enough."



	"The guy lives in Albany."



	"Where?"



	"Exactly.  It's in Earth."



	"Aw, hell, not that again..."



	David chuckled.



	"Well, at least you know about Earth."



	"Intimately," David confirmed.  "We'll need to go to Gorumshead first, though."



	"Why?"



	"So we can get my truck.  It'd be nice to have something to drive to New York.  It's kind of a long walk."



	Garibaldi snorted.  "How far are we going to have to go?"



	"We might want to get Zyla to make us lunch..." David opined.



	"Uh-huh."



 

 

	"Do we need to do the whole checking in with the local precinct bit?  We're only going to be there a few minutes, hopefully," David asked.



	"We still have to check in.  Just in case things go wrong, or someone wonders why we're detaining the man."



	"Okay."



	David entered the police department into his nav system, and it didn't take them long to find it.



	"Which of us does the talking?" David asked.



	"You do."



	"But I'm not officially an officer.  Isn't this one of those times when you should take over?"



	"No.  I'll let you know if any of those times occur.  Remember that so long as I'm standing next to you, you are a fully authorized Rimohr officer.  Now let's go."



	"Okay."



	The two entered the building and immediately garnered a few stares.



	"Can I help you?" the officer at the desk asked.



	"We need to see the officer in charge, please," David told him.



	"Upstairs.  Take a right as you leave the elevator, then a left at the end of the hall.  His office will be on your right, about a third the way down."



	"Thank you."



	The two made their way to the appropriate office, and were then confronted with a secretary.



	"Hello, can I help you?"



	"We need to speak with Captain Weiss, if we could."



	"Do you have an appointment?"



	"No, ma'am," David said politely.



	"Can I ask what this is regarding?"



	David thought quickly about how to word his response.  "We're enforcement officers from another jurisdiction.  We're just checking in before we go to apprehend our suspect."



	"Oh, I see.  Just a moment, then."



	As the secretary got on the intercom to talk to the captain, Garibaldi whispered to David, "Very nicely phrased."



	David nodded with a grin.



	"You can go right in," the secretary said, motioning to the door.



	David and Garibaldi entered the captain's office.



	"Gentlemen," the captain said.



	"Capt. Weiss," David said, shaking the captain's hand.



	"I'm afraid I don't recognize those uniforms, gentlemen.  Which department are you with?"



	"We're Rimohrs, sir," David said.



	"Rimohrs?  What the devil is... oh... Oh!  I see, that explains your vagueness while talking with Colleen."



	"Yes, sir."



	"You look awful young to be in law enforcement," the captain objected.



	"I'm older than I look, sir."



	Capt. Weiss nodded.  "So, why are you here?"



	"A man named John Rodgers.  His wife has accused him of neglecting to pay his child support."



	"And they sent you all the way here for that?"



	"The crime carries a little more weight where we come from," David said.



	The captain nodded.  "Well, do you need anything from us?"



	"If you could verify the man's address, it would be appreciated."



	"Sure."  The captain called records and quickly got the address, which matched the one they had with them.



	"Anything else?"



	"No, sir.  We'll hopefully be out of your hair very quickly.  So long as we can find him."



	"Could you do me a favor, then?"



	"If we can."



	"When you do take him into custody, could you drop back by here, and let us know you're leaving?  That way we'll know we don't have to look out for you anymore."



	"We can do that, sure."



	"Thank you.  Good luck with your hunting."



	David grinned, and they left the office.



	"Are they always that cooperative?" David asked Garibaldi.



	"I don't know.  I haven't done much Earth work."



	"Oh.  Well, okay.  Let's go get this slug."



	Thanks to the GPS in David's truck, finding the apartment building where John Rodgers lived was not difficult.  Unfortunately, nobody answered the door.



	"What now?" David asked.  "We don't know if he's in there and not answering, or if he's just not home.  It is, after all, the middle of the day.  He might be at work."



	"That's true.  Maybe there's an apartment manager or something."



	They went and knocked on the manager's door.



	"Yeah?" the man said gruffly.



	"Excuse me, sir.  We're looking for John Rodgers.  Would you happen to know where he works?"



	"He in some kind of trouble?"



	"Nothing you need to get worried about," David said, hoping he sounded comforting.



	"Hmph.  In this place, I worry about everything.  Anyway, Rodgers lost his job last week.  He's in his apartment, trust me."



	"We knocked..." David objected.



	The manager snorted.  "Ain't nobody that John wants to talk to these days.  That's why I figured he was in trouble."



	David nodded.  "Thank you for your time."



	As the manager closed his door, David asked, "So... how do we proceed?  The manager says he's in there, but he didn't answer the door.  How do we make him answer the door?"



	"We don't.  We just go in after him."



	"Okay."



	The two went back to the apartment.



	"What was that spell again?"



	"Avata," Garibaldi reminded him.



	David turned and used the charm on the door, which quickly unlocked.  David turned the handle and entered the room.  The living room was empty, as were all the other rooms, it turned out.



	"Guess the manager was wrong," David said.  Just then, they heard something outside.  David went to the window, and saw a man running down the fire escape.



	"Come on," David said.



	"He's got too much of a head start on us," Garibaldi objected.



	"Problem for him is, he's got to get around traffic."



	David and Garibaldi ran down the street to the corner.  They saw Rodgers running down the next block.  The light was currently not in their favor.



	"He's going to get away," Garibaldi said.



	"From you, maybe," David replied.  He faded to insubstantiality and ran across the street.  Since he was still visible, people were panic-stopping to avoid hitting him.  Two people would have hit him, if he'd been physically there to be hit.  Once he got across the street, he faded back to solid form.



	Garibaldi had to wait for the light to change, by which time the two men had rounded a corner.  Once he had the chance, he took off after them.



	David ran after his suspect, who was running all out, trying to get away.  He crossed the street at a low point in the traffic, and David followed him.  Slowly David gained on the man, until he was finally only twenty feet behind him.  They were on a clear section of sidewalk, with no one in the way.  David pulled his wand.



	"BARA!" David shouted.  Immediately, Rodgers went tumbling to the sidewalk.  David slowed as he approached.  Rodgers was struggling to get to his feet, but David grabbed the back of his collar.



	"You aren't going anywhere, Rodgers."



	"Who the fuck is Rodgers?" the guy tried to play off.  He had a hunch they didn't have a picture of him.



	David, being from Earth, merely reached into the guy's back pocket and pulled out his wallet.  He flipped it open and looked at the man's license, then turned it to show him.



	"That would be you, according to your driver's license," David said.



	"Fucking Rimohrs," Rodgers spat.



	David turned and walked Rodgers back up the street.  They met up with Garibaldi after about a block.



	"Hands out, Rodgers," Joe snapped.



	"Fuck off," Rodgers replied.



	David smacked Rodgers on the back of the head hard enough that Rodgers stumbled and fell to the ground.



	"Oops," David said.  "My hand slipped.  It does that sometimes when people make me angry."



	Joe chuckled as David hauled Rodgers back to his feet.



	"Now hold out your hands, or we'll use the hex on your balls instead," David growled.



	Rodgers held out his hands.



	Joe applied the handcuff hex, and said, "John Rodgers, you're under arrest, by order of the magistrate, for failure to pay child support."



	"I ain't gotta pay shit.  I don't live in their jurisdiction, you asswipes."



	"You always live in our jurisdiction," David told him darkly.  "Even when you're dead."



	The two turned and directed Rodgers to walk between them.



	"How the hell did you run fast enough to catch this guy?" Garibaldi asked.  He was still trying to catch his breath.



	"I only look like I'm not in shape," David replied.  "Two years of weapons training gives you pretty good stamina."



	"Hmph," Joe said.



 

 

	After stopping back by the police station, Joe and David started back toward the travel gate to Gorumshead.  All the while, Rodgers was cursing and kicking the seats.



	David, finally having enough of him, said, "Rodgers, you damage my truck, and I'll see to it that you fall out of it at eighty miles an hour."



	"That wouldn't get the woman her child support," Joe objected lightly.



	"I could settle up with her.  Hell, paying what this worthless shit might have given her would be chump change.  I could pay ten times that."



	"Okay, that's true.  So, you want me to open his door now?"  Joe winked at David so that Rodgers couldn't see.



	"Not just yet.  Let's find a nice stretch of highway.  Maybe we can do it right in front of a semi.  He'll make a nice, satisfying splat that way."



	Rodgers looked back and forth between them, not sure if they were kidding or not.  After that, he grew much quieter.



	After another ten minutes, Joe asked quietly, "What's a semi, anyway?"



	David laughed.



 

 

	"Your detainee says you threatened him," Agent Wilson said.



	"I was kidding," David replied.



	"Yeah, well, he didn't think it was funny."



	"He wasn't supposed to," David said.



	"You can't threaten people in your custody, David," Agent Wilson told him.  "I know you might want to just twist their heads off, but that's not the way the system works."



	"Yes, sir.  Sorry sir."



	"He has actually subpoenaed the two of you to appear as witnesses for the defense at his hearing."



	"He's planning to make an issue of this in court?" Garibaldi asked.



	"No.  But since you both saw his apartment, he's planning to use the two of you to verify that he hasn't got the financial wherewithal to pay his child support."



	"Oh, joy," Garibaldi said.



	"And, Mr. Stroud, if you lie to the magistrate, you will be in deep shit," Agent Wilson warned.



	"Yes, sir.  I know that."



	"Good.  Keep it in mind.  You'll have to be in court Monday morning at nine.  That's it.  You two get out of here and go do some real work."



	"By which he means paperwork," Garibaldi said to David as they were leaving the office.



	"I heard that, Garibaldi," Agent Wilson said.



	"Er, sorry about that, sir," Garibaldi said as insincerely as possible.



	"Uh-huh," Wilson replied.



 

 

	"Officer Stroud, tell me, did you get a good look at my apartment?" John Rodgers asked.



	"Yes, sir.  I was in every room."



	"So, you are aware of the condition of the building I was living in."



	"Yes, sir."



	"Could you describe the building's condition for the court?"



	"Run down would be a compliment," David said.  "The paint was peeling, the plaster on the walls was cracked, one of the windows didn't close fully, the screens on the windows were torn, and both of the sinks in the apartment dripped continuously."



	"Would you expect such an apartment to be pricey?"



	"No sir.  In fact, the likelihood is that it was the cheapest place you could find to live."



	"Objection," the prosecution intoned.



	"Do you have anything to base that on, Mr. Stroud?" the magistrate asked.



	"Just my opinion, sir, and my experience living in Earth.  The apartment was what we would refer to as a slum.  While there are almost certainly apartments in the same price range, they would be in similar conditions."



	"I see.  In that case, I'm going to overrule the objection.  But please be careful with your characterizations, unless you have facts to back them up."



	"Yes, Your Honor."



	"Now, Mr. Stroud," Rodgers asked, "the kind of person that lives in such a slum, as you call it... would they be able to afford to pay child support to someone else?"



	"That would depend," David replied.



	"On what?" Rodgers asked.



	"Their priorities."



	Rodgers wasn't sure he wanted to ask the next question, but knew if he didn't, then his ex-wife surely would.  "Could you explain further?"



	"Well, sir, while you were living in what appeared to be an extremely low-rent apartment, you had, in your living room, a huge flat-screen television, a high-end home theater system, three video game consoles, an iPhone, an iPad, a laptop computer, an expensive leather recliner, and a Blu-Ray disk player.  This collection of items suggests that you cared more about what was in your apartment than what your apartment itself was like, and leads me to believe that the condition of your apartment building is no real indication of how much money you have."



	"I... see," Rodgers said.  "Um... no more questions, Your Honor."



	"Mrs. Rodgers?" the magistrate asked.



	"Just one question.  Officer Stroud, could you give us a rough estimate of the value of the items you just listed?"



	"Well, my prices will be a couple years out of date, but, give or take a couple hundred granas... About six thousand granas or so.  That assumes they were all purchased new, which they looked like they were, and legally, about which I cannot guess."



	"No further questions, Your Honor."



	"Mr. Rodgers, redirect?"



	"Officer Stroud, how can you judge that the items were new?"



	"The recliner still had 'new leather smell'.  The iPhone and iPad were the latest generation items.  The flat-screen television contained the most recent display technology, according to the branding on its bezel.  In short, the items in your living room have not been available for more than six months."



	"Nothing further," Rodgers said, deciding he should get rid of this witness before he could do any more harm.



	"You may step down, Officer."



	"Thank you, Your Honor," David said, and went to join Joe in the back of the room.



 

 

	"So.  Your first official court case.  How did you like it?" Zyla asked.



	David shrugged.  "I've been in court before.  It's not really like it was any different from the other times."



	"But you got that woman her money," Zyla said.



	"No, I got the man put in jail.  The woman still isn't getting her money.  Not until they sell off all his crap, for which they will probably only get about three thousand granas."



	"You said it was worth six," Joe objected.



	"New, it was worth six.  It's not new anymore."



	"Still, you were the one who poked the big hole in his defense," Zyla persisted.



	"Yeah, I guess.  I like that he got nailed.  It just doesn't feel satisfying, somehow.  I'm not sure why."



	"Chin up," Joe said.  "Bigger cases will make you feel better."



	"Yeah... when do we actually do the investigating part of our job?  Because so far I've felt a bit more like a referee and a babysitter."



	"Patience," Joe said.



	"Uh-huh."


 
 














	

	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 6


Chapter 2: July

 

	David was finishing up his breakfast when the chime sounded to indicate there was someone at the front door.



	"I'll get it," Flo said, getting up from the table.



	"Who could that be at this hour?" Olissa wondered.  David had a pretty good idea, but just grunted, since his mouth was full of eggs at the time.



	David's thought was confirmed when Flo led Garibaldi into the dining room.



	"Morning, everyone," Joe said.  He looked at David.  "Well, slick, you said you wanted a real case.  You should be careful what you wish for."



	"What have we got?" David asked.



	"The theft of a very important scroll from the Royal Archives."



	David set down his fork and rose from his chair.  "Well, let's get going, then."



 

	

	"Hello, my name is Eochus Abner.  I'm the curator for this branch of the Royal Archive."



	"I'm David Stroud, this is Agent Garibaldi.  We were told a scroll was stolen."



	"Yes.  It was a particularly important section of the Journal of Aleutia."



	"Pardon my ignorance, but what's so special about this document?"



	"The Journal of Aleutia was a lifetime record of a wizard traveling through Dugerra about a thousand years ago.  It chronicles not only the goings-on in the various regions of the day, but Aleutia also wrote down every new spell, potion, and magical item he came across.  This section of the journal, for instance, contains over five hundred different spells."



	"Five hundred?" Garibaldi asked incredulously.  "Just how big was this scroll?"



	"Oh, it wasn't terribly large.  Aleutia developed, over time, incredibly small handwriting, in order to save himself some money.  The scroll was about this size," the curator said, pulling out another scroll, which looked to be about two inches across.  "It was rolled very solidly, with almost no empty space in the middle."



	"Just how long was such a scroll?" David asked.



	"About twenty-five feet or so."



	"Okay, so... we know the scroll was academically valuable.  Was it monetarily valuable?  Could the thief sell the scroll?"



	"To the unscrupulous, yes.  The sheer number of spells in the scroll would make it a welcome addition to any spellcaster's collection.  But only a dark wizard would dare to take the journal away from the public.  Any Callamandian citizen could have viewed the journal in its entirety if they so chose, learning all of its secrets.  There was really no reason for anyone to steal it."



	"Someone must have had some reason," Garibaldi objected.



	"Well... yes, obviously, otherwise they wouldn't have, would they?" the curator said.



	"Who discovered the theft?" David asked.



	"Our security guard, Thomas Drury."



	"Is he here?"



	"Yes, I told him to wait.  I knew you'd want to speak with him."



	"Where did the thief break into the building?"



	"We don't know.  There are no signs of a break-in that we've been able to locate."



	"Who had easy access to this area?"



	"Well, anyone in the archive could have come back here.  We don't lock the display room."



	"Okay, then... who's been in the archive in the last twenty-four hours?"



	"Well, let's see... myself, of course, and Thomas... Lambo, the custodian, and... well, that's it, as far as I know."



	"Can you show us where the scroll was being kept?"



	"Surely.  Come this way."  The curator led them down the hall and into a small room.  It had several display cabinets, most of which were empty.  The ones that held items contained magical objects, rather than scrolls.



	"It was in this case.  We haven't touched anything."



	David was about to reach for the case, when the curator stopped him.



	"Do be careful.  The anti-theft spell is still in place.  That's why we can't figure out how it was stolen."



	David cast a spell that allowed him to see the field created by the enchantment.  It glowed a dull orange, surrounding the pedestal and the clear glass case on top of it.  The field went all the way to the floor.



	"I assume the spell also prevents conjuring?"



	"Yes, quite," the curator confirmed.  "Wouldn't be much use otherwise, would it?"



	"And who's responsible for maintaining the spell?" David asked.



	"The security guards, of course," the curator replied.



	"Okay," David said.  "I think it's time we talk to Mr. Drury, then."



	"Surely you don't think he stole it," Mr. Abner said in disbelief.  "The man's been with us for twenty years."



	"He was here, Mr. Abner," David said politely.  "And I have to start somewhere."



	"Very well.  He's waiting in the employee lounge."



	David and Joe followed the curator down to the lounge, which looked comfortable enough, though small.



	"Thomas?  The Rimohrs would like to talk to you."



	Thomas Drury was a slightly short, older gentleman with gray hair, a hook nose, and a pleasantly wrinkled face.  His voice, when he spoke, was a bit grating, however.



	"You're a Rimohr?" the man scoffed.  "What are you, like twelve?"



	"I'm older than I look, and let's leave it at that," David said politely.  "Now, Mr. Drury, you discovered the theft?"



	"Yeah, when I made my final rounds this morning."



	"Final rounds?  So you're the night guard?"



	"Yeah."



	"And you're sure the scroll was there earlier in the evening?"



	"Pretty sure, yeah.  I mean, I didn't stare at it or nothin', but you get used to seeing things in their spot, you know?  And when they're not, you, like, kind of notice.  That's how I spotted it this morning.  It wasn't where it was supposed to be."



	"Okay.  When you noticed it was missing, did you see anything else out of the ordinary?  Anything out of place?"



	"No, just the scroll missing.  I didn't touch nothin' in the room, once I realized somethin' was wrong."



	"Did you touch anything in the room before then?"



	Mr. Drury scratched his head in thought for a moment, then shook negatively.  "No, I just walked in and looked around.  It was light out, so I didn't need a firefly, even."



	"Okay, very good.  Now, thinking back over the course of last night, do you remember anything that was abnormal, anything that happened or anything you saw that wasn't the way things usually are?"



	"Well, yeah, but not in that room."



	"Anything different in any room could be important.  What did you see?"



	"Well, it hardly seems important, but in the reading room, all the chairs was rearranged, pulled out from their tables and turned."



	"Show me," David ordered.



	Mr. Drury led them down the hall.  The curator followed, out of curiosity.



	Mr. Drury said, "In here."



	"You've put the chairs back?" David asked.



	"Well, yeah.  I didn't think it was important or anythin'."



	David nodded.  "Can you show me how they were when you found them?"



	Mr. Drury walked over and started pulling out chairs.  He turned them, so that each one was facing the doorway.  "They was like this.  See?  Nothin' major, just someone forgot to push them in when they left."



	David turned to the curator.  "But you told me the only ones in here yesterday were yourself, Mr. Drury, and the custodian."



	"Oh, that ain't true," Mr. Drury said immediately.



	"Oh?" the curator asked.  "Who else was here yesterday?"



	"Well, the archival assistants was here, moving those two displays.  And Patty was in here yesterday afternoon."



	"Who is Patty?" David asked.



	"Patricia Talisman," the curator explained.  "She's our archivist.  She researches through the works when someone has a question."



	"Is it unusual for people to be in here without your knowledge, Mr. Abner?" David asked.



	"Well... no, not really.  I spent most of yesterday in my office, you see.  I had a great deal of paperwork to handle.  It's not surprising that I didn't see Patricia.  The archival assistants should have checked in with me, however."



	"What does an archival assistant do?"



	"They handle the physical tasks of the archive.  They move things around, assemble things, disassemble things... they are what Earthers might refer to as our handymen."



	David nodded.  "Are they here today?"



	"No.  Right now, Mr. Drury and I are the only two here."



	"I'll need addresses on all the rest, then."  David turned to Mr. Drury.  "Was anyone else here?  Any visitors?"



	"No, just the ones I already said."



	"Have you looked for a spot where someone could have broken into the building?"



	"Well, I looked, but I didn't see nothin'."



	"Okay.  Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Drury.  I may be talking to you again."



	"Sure, sure.  Say... your partner doesn't say much."



	"It's not his turn," David replied simply.



	"Oh, yeah," Mr. Drury said, then got a look of confusion on his face, waved his hand at David in dismissal, and walked out.



	"Come on back, and I'll get those addresses for you," the curator said.



 

	

	"Yes, can I help you?" the woman who answered the door asked.  She was a middle-aged woman with dusty red hair and a pair of wireframe reading glasses on her nose.  Her clothing was what one would expect of a professional librarian.



	"Patricia Talisman?"



	"Yes," she confirmed.



	"May we come in?"



	"Surely.  What is this about?" she asked as she ushered them in the door.



	"Last night, there was a theft at the Royal Archive," David told her, watching her reaction carefully.



	"Oh, no!" she cried.  "What was taken?"



	"A scroll.  It was a section of the Journal of Aleutia," David said, checking his notes, to make sure he'd gotten the name right.



	"Oh, no," she said sorrowfully.  "Which section, do you know?"



	"The curator said it contained over five hundred spells."



	"It was stolen from the display cabinet?  But that's not possible!  They're protected with an enchantment!"



	"And the rest of the archive isn't?" Garibaldi asked, unable to resist the question.



	"Well, not so strong a one, no.  Most of the other important items are actually kept under lock and key.  Those items that are on display are at more risk, so they have more protections.  Truthfully, the spells on those display cases are supposed to be better protection than the vault the other items are stored in."



	"Apparently not," David said.



	Patricia frowned.  "I don't know how someone would be able to get past the enchantment.  It's a very strong spell, I'm told.  I don't know how anyone could break it."



	"It wasn't broken," David replied.



	"What?"



	"The spell is still in place.  It was circumvented, not broken."



	The woman grew pale.  "How is that even possible?  The spell goes all the way to the floor."



	"You seem to know an awful lot about the security of these displays," David said.



	The woman looked at him sharply.  "I work in the archive daily.  I was informed about the protective fields for my own safety."



	David nodded and made some notes.



	"You were in the archive yesterday?"



	"I am in the archive most days.  It's where I work."



	"What were you doing there?"



	"I was researching an item."



	"For whom?" David pressed.



	"How is that relevant?" she asked.



	David stared at her intently.  "Corroboration of your statement."



	"Am I a suspect?" she asked.



	"Everyone who was anywhere near that scroll is a suspect," David said flatly.



	The woman sighed.  "Very well.  I was researching the history of a magical item for the king.  Would you like me to contact him for you, so he can verify that?" she replied snidely.



	"No, we'll handle it later," David said, surprising her.  "What rooms did you visit?"



	"I was in the index room, the vault, and the reading room.  I moved between them repeatedly."



	"Did you ever enter the display room?"



	"No.  I almost never go in there.  It's not a very useful room for research.  It's designed for the visitors."



	"Very well.  Did you see anything while you were there yesterday that seemed out of place, or out of the ordinary?"



	The woman didn't give it much thought.  "No.  I was fairly absorbed with my task.  A pink dragon could have come through, and I might not have noticed,"



	David smirked, and closed his book.  "Well, thank you for your time.  We may be in touch again in the future."



	"I'll be here," the woman confirmed, then showed them to the door.



	As they were walking to the Rimohr carriage, Joe said, "Just one thing."



	"What?" David asked.



	"It's not always a good idea to reveal details of the crime."



	David nodded.  "But do you really think she did it?  I mean, hell, if there was one person who didn't need to steal anything in the archive, it's her."



	"True, but if there was one person who could most easily have done so, it is also her."



	David nodded, but didn't say anything, instead mulling over the thought.



	"Anyway, let's move on to our next suspect," Joe said.  "You want to go with the custodian, or the archival guys?"



	"Let's do the custodian first."



	"All right."



 

	

	"Yes?" the man asked.  He was a man probably not much older than David, and shorter than the security guard had been.  His hair was black and his skin had the dark complexion of someone of Mediterranean descent.



	"Mr. Fields?" David asked.



	"Yes, I am Lambo Fields.  What can I do for you?"



	"We need to talk to you about the theft last night at the Royal Archive."



	"There was a theft?" the man asked in considerable surprise.



	"Yes.  You weren't informed?"



	"No, no one has told me anything.  I have been working in another place today.  What did they take?"



	"A scroll from the display room."



	"Good lord.  How did they get it out of the case?  That is supposed to be impossible."



	"We're not sure of that yet.  What time were you in the archive yesterday?"



	"I got there early morning, around eight o'clock.  I finished up around four or so, I think it was.  I didn't really pay much attention.  I get there when I can, and I leave when I'm finished.  No one usually worries about when."



	David nodded.  "Did anyone see you while you were there?"



	"I said hello to the security guard, and I had to work around the two assistants."



	David made a few more notes.  He looked back up at the man and said, "Did you see or hear anything unusual yesterday?  Anything that seemed out of place?"



	Mr. Fields cocked his head in obvious thought, trying to remember.  Finally, he looked back up at David.



	"Nothing new, no.  Only that they still had not moved the display cases back where they are supposed to be, despite my asking them to the day before... and most days that I have seen them for the last month."



	"What do you mean, where they're supposed to be?" David asked.



	"The display cases are supposed to fit within the protective field, but ever since they rearranged last month, none of them has been a perfect fit.  They are all slightly off."



	"Why does that bother you?" the man's voice showed clear irritation.



	"It leaves a line of dirt on the floor.  I cannot sweep or mop inside the field.  That isn't normally important, because the display case would cover the floor.  But now there is a thin line of floor on each of those damned cases where dirt is collecting."



	"So... dirt can get through the field?" David asked.



	"It must.  Otherwise, where is the dirt coming from?" Mr. Fields asked logically.



	David nodded.  "Who rearranged the displays, do you know?"



	"The only people who ever rearrange anything in that place.  The assistants."



	"Okay.  Thank you for your time, Mr. Fields.  We may be calling on you again."



	"No problem.  I hope you find that scroll.  I don't bother with such things myself, but I know everything in the archive is valuable.  People shouldn't be stealing them."



	David nodded, shook the man's hand, and then he and Joe left.



	"What do you think?" David asked Joe.



	"He's the first one to try to give the impression he wouldn't do it," Joe said.



	"Right," David agreed.  "Of course, that might just mean he actually wouldn't consider doing it."



	"Yeah.  Welcome to investigations.  Let's go find those archival assistants."



 

	

	When they caught up with the archival assistants, the two were together, so they split up, each taking one aside and questioning them separately.  Once they had finished, they stopped in a small restaurant to eat and compare notes.



	"Your guy tell you anything useful?" David asked Joe.



	"Not really.  Supposedly they are intentionally not fixing the display case position in order to irritate the custodian, who they don't like very much."



	David shook his head.  "So stupid."



	"If they were bright folk, they'd have better jobs."



	David snorted at that, and then looked over his notes some before speaking again.



	"So, what have we got?" he asked rhetorically before answering his own question.  "A stolen scroll, more valuable intellectually than monetarily.  No sign of a break-in that either the security guard or we could find.  No sign of anyone unknown being in the archive, with the exception of the rearranged chairs.  That leaves us with six known suspects, any of them with the opportunity to steal the scroll, but not a one of them with any real motive to do so.  Did I miss anything?"



	"Nope, that about sums it up."



	"So... where do we go from here?"



	Joe snorted.  "You tell me."



	"Hey, you're the cop..."



	"Yeah, and I haven't got a clue.  In this case, rather literally."



	David frowned.  "We can't just let this one go.  The scroll is too valuable."



	"I have no intention of letting it go, unless we get something more important landing on our desk.  But I also don't have any good idea of how to proceed.  We have two approaches we can take.  Basically, pick one, and follow it."



	"Okay, what are the two approaches?" David asked.



	"Figure out who took it, and that will help you figure out how.  Or, figure out how it was taken, and that will most likely tell you who."



	"In order to figure out who first, we'd need to figure out why it was taken," David said.



	"Usually," Joe agreed.



	"That sounds... incredibly difficult to do."



	"It could be.  The only obvious reason for stealing it is to sell it to someone who insists on having the original.  Unless the thief themselves have a reason to own the original."



	"But what good does owning the original do you?  I mean, even if you don't want to come to the archive, you can buy a damned copy of the thing."



	"Right.  Which would mean either the person is a nut who insists on having original everything, or there is something about the original that isn't making it into the copies... or that our thief or buyer thinks is there and isn't making it into the copies."



	"Now we're talking the possibility of legends and rumors," David said.



	"Yep."



	"Something tells me it's going to be easier to figure out how it was taken."



	"Think so?" Joe said.  "Any ideas on that score?"



	"Not yet," David admitted.  "I do want to go back and talk to the curator some more, though, to get these other questions answered."



	Joe said, "Okay, simple enough.  We'll do it after lunch."



 

	

	"Back so soon.  Have you found the scroll already?" the curator asked hopefully.



	"Unfortunately not," David told him.  "I had a few more questions that I needed to ask."



	"Oh?  Well, do ask away, then."



	"The Journal of Aleutia... are there any legends concerning the journal?  Hidden messages, special information, anything like that?"



	"Over the years, there have been all sorts of crazy things said about all of our most ancient artifacts, the journal included."



	"Has any of them... stuck?  I mean, have any of the rumors about the Journal become believed by the general public?"



	"A few," the curator admitted.  "The first, which is patently untrue, is that the government is keeping the 'better' bits and pieces of the journal to itself.  There are gaps in the journal, you see.  A month here, a year there, several times when Aleutia was not recording his activities.  In most cases, he gives no explanation for it when the journal starts up again.  We have no idea why these gaps occur.  Perhaps there are portions of the journal that have gone unrecovered, but the government does not have them.



	"Next, there has always been a thought that there are secret spells and secret knowledge hidden by Aleutia throughout the words of the scrolls, if only you can figure out his pattern.  Dozens of wizards throughout the centuries have spent their lives trying to figure that one out, with no success whatsoever.



	"And... yes, one other legend.  It has been said, from time to time, that the random marks found on the back of the scrolls can be put together into some secret message, or perhaps a map that would lead to some powerful talisman.  It's nonsense, of course, but people do persist."



	"Has anyone ever tried putting those marks together?" David asked.



	"No.  No one has ever taken it that seriously."



	David nodded.  "Are those marks replicated when copies are made for people to buy?"



	"No, of course not.  That would double the cost of the duplication, and they add nothing to the copy.  Look, what has all this to do with the theft?"



	"Mr. Abner, you said it yourself.  There is no reason to steal the scroll, if all you want to do is read it.  That means the thief wanted to do something else with it.  If we can figure out what he was after, that will bring us one step closer to finding out who it was."



	"All right, fair enough."



	"Now, the display cases.  Mr. Fields tells us that they are not sitting exactly where they should be.  Would this have any effect on their security?"



	"Not where they should be?  What do you mean?"



	"Let's go take a look," Garibaldi interjected.  "It'll be easier to discuss that way."



	The three of them went down to the display room.  David walked around the cabinet where the scroll had been located.  He bent down and pointed.  "Yes, here.  You can see a line of dirt has gathered on the floor.  Mr. Fields tells us that he cannot sweep or mop this up, because it is inside the protective field.  The archival assistants have confirmed that they have intentionally left these displays ever so slightly misaligned, to annoy Mr. Fields.  My question, though, is whether this has any effect on the security of the display or not."



	"It should not.  The field still surrounds the actual display cabinet on top of the pedestal.  If you check, I'm sure you will find this to be true."



	David did so, turning the invisible field orange once again.  They could see that the display case was, in fact, still fully surrounded.  The pedestal on which it sat, however, had a flange at the bottom which stuck out further than the rest, and a small portion of it was outside the field.



	Very carefully, David reached down and touched the exposed portion of the pedestal.  He wasn't harmed.



	Standing back up, he said, "So you can touch a portion of the pedestal."



	"But how would that help?" the curator asked.  "Once you tried to move your hand further in, it would hit the field."



	"What about pulling the pedestal out of the field, then taking the scroll out of it?" Garibaldi asked.



	"How would you get it back inside the field when you were done?" the curator asked.  "Nothing can penetrate the field."



	"How can the field be misaligned?" David asked.  "Isn't it centered on the display case itself?"



	"No.  There is a talisman built into the floor that aids in the creation of the field.  We set whatever kind of display cabinet we wish on top of the talisman, and then the security guard creates the field.  He determines its size."



	"So... why didn't the security guards create a bigger field, to contain the misaligned cabinets?" David asked.



	"Most likely because they were unaware of it being misaligned.  You can't see the field, so unless you check it, you won't know that it's not covering that portion.  They would already know how big a field would need to be for this size of display.  It's the job of the archival assistants to make sure the display is placed in the right spot.  So, when the displays were moved, the security guards didn't feel the need to re-check something that they logically assumed was the same as it had been."



	David nodded at the man.  "Okay.  Will you be in your office for the rest of the day?"



	"Yes."



	"We'll be here, looking around.  If we have further questions..."



	"Feel free to ask."



	"Thank you, sir."



	The curator walked off, and David stepped back, then stared at the display.



	"What are you thinking?" Joe asked.



	"That, as unlikely as it seems, somehow that misalignment has something to do with the theft."



	"Be kind of obvious on the part of the assistants, wouldn't it?" Joe objected.



	"Oh, it didn't need to be them, necessarily.  Anyone can see the dirt.  A lot of people know how to expose a protection field.  Once the thief knew about the misalignment, they could simply have taken advantage of the situation.  On the other hand, someone could have paid one or both of the assistants to misalign the display cases in order to make the theft possible."



	"You say that as if it had to be an outsider, but the security guard said no one else was here yesterday."



	"But, Joe, how the hell would he know?  He's the night guard."



	"Uh... that's a good question.  We should ask him about that.  Why didn't you ask him before?"



	"I didn't think of it.  Tell you what, I need to think about this room for a while.  Why don't you go ask him, and I'll stay here?"



	"Okay, that works.  I'll be back later."



 

	

	"So, what's the big case that Joe got you so early for?" Flo asked.  She and Olissa were sitting with David, having just finished dinner.



	David explained the case to them, without bothering with all the tiny details.



	"So who did it?" Olissa asked.



	"A bit early for me to know that just yet," David replied.



	"Any hunches?" Flo asked.



	"Not yet, no.  The problem is that there's really no reason to steal the scroll.  You can buy a copy of it at most any bookstore.  Hell, the Eternal Compendium has a copy of the entire journal in it.  I checked when I got home.  If you just absolutely must see the original, you can just make an appointment with the Royal Archive.  The only reason for someone to want to take it for themselves is that they need to do something to it that the curator or archivist wouldn't let you do."



	"Like tear it apart?" Olissa asked.  "That would be a travesty."



	David nodded.  "And a much bigger crime than pure theft.  Since the journal is considered a national treasure - anything in the archives is - destroying it would be an even bigger crime than just stealing it.  Theft only carries a penalty of a small piece of jail time followed by exile.  Destruction of Royal Treasure is punishable on par with treason."



	"The punishment for which is..."



	"Five hundred years in Barnard Hill's worst section."



	"Wow."



	"So, how will you proceed, if you don't have any idea who did it?"



	"Well, I have some idea.  Since we see no signs of a break-in, we are focusing on the six people who were in the archive yesterday.  I'll keep digging into their stories and their lives until something pops out at me.  I'm also going to keep working on figuring out how to get around that damned security field."



	"Is that possible?" Flo asked.



	"It has to be.  Unless the thief was the security guard."



	"Why?"



	"Because the field was still in effect when the theft was discovered.  So, either the thief got around the field, or he took it down and then put it back up when he was done.  But the only person who could easily do that is the one who put it there, and that would be the security guard."



	"So why couldn't it be him?" Olissa asked.



	"No reason it couldn't be.  He's one of my six suspects.  But the man's been working for the museum for the last twenty years.  Seems like if he was going to cause trouble, he'd have done so before now.  Unless, that is, he's recently come into some sort of financial problems.  Joe's checking that out for me."



	"Who else has a really good reason to steal it?" Flo asked.



	"No one has a good motive," David replied.  "The curator and the archivist are pretty much ruled out unless they were stealing it for someone else.  They could both do whatever they wanted with the scroll, short of destroying it, without anyone questioning them.  Joe's checking their finances, too... hell, he's checking everyone's finances.



	"The custodian is the only one who made any assertion of his innocence.  That probably doesn't mean anything one way or the other, but it makes him stand out.



	"The archival assistants would have easy access to things, and they can be in any spot in the archive without looking out of place.



	"In short, it could be anybody, but nobody looks good for it."



	"Do you think you'll figure it out?"



	"Honestly?  Right now, it doesn't look good.  But we're going to keep working at it."



	"Good luck," Flo said.



	"Thanks."



 

	

	Joe dumped six folders on David's desk as soon as David sat down.



	"What're these?" David asked.



	"The financial reports on our suspects.  Maybe you can find something.  I stared at them for three hours last night, and nothing."



	"That's because you actually have to read them, not just stare at them," David quipped.



	Vivian, who was at her desk nearby, chuckled.  Joe scowled at David.  "Shut up and read."



	David slowly read through each of the files.  He pulled two aside as he finished with them.  Finally, he was done.



	"What're those?" Joe asked, motioning to the two David had set aside.



	"The only two people with financial oddities.  The archivist recently acquired a huge debt, though the file doesn't explain why.  One of the archival assistants recently came into some money.  Again, the file doesn't say why or how."



	"You're thinking it's one of them?"



	David shrugged.  "I'm just pointing out the two that have oddities in their records.  It's something to check out, isn't it?"



	Joe nodded.  "Yeah, it is.  Especially since we've got nothing else to go on."



	David sat back.  "I was wondering something last night."



	"What's that?"



	"Why does the archive have a night security guard?  Why have an on-site security force at all?"



	"Well, there's a lot of stuff there to protect."



	"That's what the spells are for.  A guard can only be in one place at a time.  By the way, you never did tell me how he knew who had been in the archive the day before."



	"The guards keep a log of visitors.  He'd read through the entries for the previous day."



	David nodded.  "Is that self-reported, or do the guards make the entries?"



	"The guards keep the record."



	"Okay... so that gives us one more possibility, much uglier."



	"Which is?"



	"Someone paid the daytime guard to let them in without recording it."



	"Ouch.  That would expand our suspect list to an almost unlimited number of people."



	"Yeah."



	"But wait.  The scroll was there when the night guard came on duty."



	"We don't know that for sure.  All we know is that he didn't notice it missing."



	"Okay, but why would he suddenly notice it when he did, if he wasn't paying attention at the start of his shift?"



	David considered.  "Okay, I agree.  If he was going to pay extra attention at any point, it would be at the start of his shift."



	"So how would anyone let in during the day be able to steal the scroll at night?"



	"Now we're back to my original question.  Why do they have a security guard there?  Especially at night, he can't see much.  It'd be ridiculously easy to avoid a single person while you were stealing something.  What good does it do to have him there?"



	"A question for Mr. Abner, I guess."



	"Yeah."



	"You want to go now, don't you?" Joe asked with a grin.



	"Some reason to wait?" David asked, rising from his chair.



	"Rookies," Joe said to Vivian.



	Vivian looked up at him.  "I seem to remember that when you were a rookie, you caught a demighost when no one thought there was anything unusual.  Rookies can surprise you," she said, winking at David.



	David grinned while Joe grumbled.



 

	

	"Yes, officers.  What can I do for you today?"



	"Mr. Abner... this may seem an odd question, but why does the archive employ a full-time security force?  It seems more efficient to simply have them come in when the spells need changing."



	"Well, we're trying to deter thieves, of course."



	"Yeah, that worked very well, didn't it?" David replied sarcastically.



	Mr. Abner blushed.  "Yes, quite.  Anyway, they would also be able to perhaps catch someone when the alarms went off."



	"Alarms?" David asked.



	"Yes.  Had the protective field on the case been broken, an alarm would have sounded throughout the building.  It's part of the spell.  Likewise, if any item were to leave the archive, another alarm would sound.  The guard, then, could try to catch the thief.  Of course, Mr. Drury said there was no such alarm the night before last."



	"Right, because the field on the case wasn't... wait a minute.  You said if any item was taken out of the archive, another alarm sounds?"



	"Correct.  Each item in the archive is enchanted with a tracer.  If the tracer leaves the building, another alarm goes off."



	"But it didn't," David objected.



	"No," Mr. Abner agreed.  "It didn't."



	"Mr. Abner, do your guards have to pass a spellcasting competency test of any kind?"



	"We only hire Master Spellcasters of at least third level.  To get to that point in any spellcasting guild, you have to know what you're doing, I assure you."



	"Okay.  So then, how likely is this scenario:  A thief manages to break into this building, completely unnoticed.  He circumvents what is supposed to be an unbreakable protective barrier, without setting off its alarm.  He then steals a valuable, tagged item, and walks out without setting off another alarm.  Especially when both alarms were enacted by a Master Spellcaster?"



	Mr. Abner looked at him with a distinct frown.  "I agree, it's a very unlikely scenario.  You're saying that Mr. Drury must be our thief.  I simply cannot believe that."



	"Neither can I," David replied.



	"I'm confused," Mr. Abner admitted with a bewildered look on his face.



	"So am I," Joe agreed.  "You just made a fairly good case for him being the thief.  He could have simply removed both of the spells and walked out with the scroll."



	"Right.  It appears to be the only method by which this theft could be pulled off."



	"So..."



	"So why would a man who appears not to be an idiot commit a crime in such a way as to point directly at himself as the only viable suspect?"



	"Some kind of problem that he has to deal with, forcing him to ignore the danger to himself?" Joe offered.



	"We didn't find anything like that in the background check," David objected.



	"Just because we didn't find it, doesn't mean it's not there," Joe reminded him.



	"Okay, I grant you that.  But I think it's far more likely that this event was planned out.  And if it was planned, then it's not going to be sloppily done.  You get sloppy when you do things without a plan, or your plan goes wrong.  But this was too neatly done to be a mistake."



	"Supposition on your part," Joe replied.



	"Okay, but hear me out.  Let us assume for a moment that the guard did not steal the scroll.  That means that the thief has to get around not one, but two different spells.  Were those spells cast by the same person?"



	"No.  Never."



	"Do you keep a record of who did cast them?"



	"Yes."  Mr. Abner went to a filing cabinet and pulled out a folder.  He opened it to the last entries, and showed them to the Rimohrs.



	"Okay, this makes Mr. Drury look even more innocent.  He wasn't the guard that cast either spell.  Which means that, while it would be slightly easier for him to break them, he couldn't simply turn them off any more than a normal person could.  He would have to break the spell, same as you or me.



	"So, back to my thought.  I can conceive of someone breaking one spell, or finding a way around it.  But two of them?  That seems very unlikely."



	"What are you saying?" Joe asked, completely lost.



	"If you can't take the scroll out of the building without setting off the alarm, and the alarm has not been set off, then the scroll hasn't been taken out of the building."



	"You don't think it's been stolen?" Mr. Abner asked indignantly.



	David raised a hand.  "I don't think it's been stolen yet.  I think it's been hidden, in preparation for being removed at an opportune moment.  When, if ever, does the spell which watches for things being taken out of the archive get taken down?"



	"Once a week, we change over which guard is controlling it.  It was our thought that this would make it harder for someone to break the spell or bribe the guards.  They'd have to know which one had cast the spell, and we pick those people at random, rather than on a schedule."



	"Do you change it at a known time each week, though?" David asked.



	"Yes.  Wednesday evening, just at closing."



	"Tomorrow.  Ouch.  Do you have anything planned in the archive for tomorrow?"



	"There's always something going on here.  Wednesday..." he paused and consulted a calendar.  "We have two new displays going up, and a crate of items being added to the vault.  That means that the archival assistants will be here to set up the displays, and the archivist will be here to catalog the new arrivals.  We'll have Mr. Fields here to clean up when everything is done, as well.  And, with the changing of the spell, all four of our security guards will be on hand.  In short, everyone who works here will be in the building at some point tomorrow."



	"So we could just wait and see who tries to take something out of the building," Joe offered.



	David shook his head.  "Wouldn't work.  They'd know we were here.  The ignore-me hex you used on Jim wouldn't work.  Whoever did this is going to be far too hyped."



	"True.  And you can't follow them invisibly, because that's not admissible."



	"Which would mean having to search everyone who left the building during the time of the changeover.  How long does that take, Mr. Abner?"



	"The spell renewal?   About five minutes.  It's a complex spell, and you can't have two of them cast at the same time.  That's another reason for having all the guards here then; it's the archive's weakest moment."



	"Why not do it at a different time, then, when there's no chance of anyone being around?"



	"Well, two out of the four guards would need to be there at that time, anyway.  This way, only two of them are inconvenienced by having to come in unnecessarily."



	"Why not do it at the other shift change, then?  The one that happens in late evening?"



	"Then I would have to come in unnecessarily," Mr. Abner pointed out.



	"Right," David replied evenly.



	"So you think we need to search the building for the scroll?" Joe asked David.



	"No point.  If we find it, we'll never figure out who took it.  But we absolutely need to be here tomorrow, and here visibly."



	"Why?"



	"To keep them from trying to take it out the door.  I think our thief is confident that their hiding place is secure.  If they don't think they can easily get it past us, they'll probably just leave it wherever it is.  That would give us another week to find our thief.  Otherwise, we have to find them before tomorrow."



	Joe nodded.  "It's a plan."



	"While we're here, I want to look at the display room again."



	"Of course you do.  You're obsessive, you know that, right?"



	"What's your point?" David asked.



 



	"Excuse me, Ms. Talisman?" David asked.



	"Yes, what is it?"



	"Just a question.  The day that the items were stolen, you were in here doing research for the king, correct?"



	"Yes, I told you that."



	"Yes, you did.  And the king confirmed it for us.  Did you see anyone else who was not an employee?"



	"I told you before, Officer, I wasn't paying any attention to anything.  I was deeply involved in my research.  If anyone else was here, I didn't notice them.  I didn't even notice the people that I know were here, like the assistants and the guard."



	David nodded.  "You did most of your research here in the reading room?"



	"That's where it is best done," she confirmed.



	"Which chair did you sit in?"



	"Excuse me?"



	"Which chair did you use?  Where were you sitting?"



	"Uh...  Well, actually, I moved around.  I had several items pulled out, and I set each one on its own table, so that I could move from one to another, keeping my place and also keeping the materials neat and undamaged."



	"So, you sat, at some point, at each table, then?"



	"Yes.  Or most of them.  Why is it important?"



	"Mr. Drury noted that the chairs had not been pushed in.  He found it unusual.  I'm just looking for an explanation."



	Ms. Talisman blushed slightly.  "Yes, I'm sure that was my fault.  I get so involved with what I'm doing, and I was also running late when I left here that night, that I probably forgot to fully clean up.  I put the research materials away, of course, but something as minor as pushing in a chair, yes, I probably forgot to do that.  Is that a problem?"



	"Not for us.  I just needed to tie up that loose end.  It was something different in the archive that night, so I needed to find out if it was important, or irrelevant."



	Ms. Talisman nodded.  "Is there anything else?"



	"No, ma'am.  I'll let you get back to your work."



	"Thank you."



	David was about to walk out the door, and then he stopped and turned.  "Oh, one more thing, ma'am.  According to records, you've recently racked up a fairly substantial debt.  Can I ask what the cause of that was?"



	"Why is that any of your business, Officer?"



	"Ma'am, please.  You know the only reason to steal the scroll is for possible monetary gain.  You appear to have a need for such monetary gain.  I have to ask the question."



	"Fine.  I recently contracted to have my house worked on.  It is an old house, and it is in serious need of repair.  Rather than deplete my savings, I chose to take out a loan to cover the costs.  Is that okay with you?"



	"Yes, ma'am.  Perfectly okay with me.  Thank you for the explanation.  Who did the work?"



	"A local firm owned by Robert Villa."



	"Very good, ma'am.  Thank you.  I'll let you get back to work."



	David walked out and joined Garibaldi, who was simply patrolling the archive with the guard, making sure everyone, including the supposed thief, saw him doing so.



	"Anything?" Joe asked.



	"It was probably her that left the chairs out, and she once again claims not to have been paying enough attention to what was happening to have noticed an earthquake."



	"The debt?"



	"Supposedly due to some home renovations.  We can check that out, I have the name of the contractor."



	"So, in short, nothing of use."



	"Right."



 

	

	"Mr. Ogru?"



	"Please, Officer, you may call me Kakios," the man said, through a thick accent that David could not identify.  "How may I be of help to you?"



	"Just a question.  Recently you came into a sum of fifteen thousand granas.  That's a lot of money.  We haven't been able to figure out where it came from.  Can you explain it?"



	"You dig hard into everyone like this?" he asked.



	"Yes, sir.  Everyone who was anywhere near the scroll around the time it was taken."



	The man nodded.  "Well, is no secret as to where the money came from.  I won it in a grimash tournament."



	"What is grimash?" David asked.



	"It is a game.  You use a set of tiles, try to make good combinations."



	"Think of it as some weird mix of poker and dominos, David," Joe said.  "I'm familiar with grimash, though I've never learned how to play it."



	David nodded.  "Fifteen thousand granas?"



	"It was a big tournament.  Many players.  Each person puts in fifty granas.  Winner takes home half the entry fees.  Rest of the money goes to the tournament organizers."



	"I see.  You must be pretty good, to beat out six hundred other people."



	"I play grimash all my life.  My grandfather taught me."



	"Well, congratulations on your good fortune."



	"Thank you!  Is anything else you want to know?"



	"On the day the scroll was taken, who did you see in the archive?  Anyone who wasn't an employee here?"



	The man scratched his head.  "No, no one except Miss Patricia, Mr. Thomas, and Mr. Lambo.  And Drudekai."



	Drudekai was the other archival assistant, whom David had already spoken to.  "Okay, thank you very much.  I'll let you get back to work now."



	As they walked away, David said to Joe, "And that's strike two.  Both people can easily explain their financial oddities, leaving us right back where we started, as far as people with reason to commit the crime."



	"You had a good question earlier, though," Joe said.



	"Which one?  I have a dozen questions."



	"The scroll was supposedly in place at the start of Mr. Drury's shift.  That means it was taken in the middle of the night.  But there was supposedly no one here but Mr. Drury.  How is it possible, if they didn't break into the building, for them to have been here?"



	"Hid in the building," David said.



	"Don't you think they'd have checked for people when they closed up?"



	"Yes, probably, but how hard would it be to avoid one person?  Unless they used some kind of detection spell..."



	"We should check on that," Joe said.



	"Yeah.  I bet Mr. Abner would know."



	"Let's go ask," Joe said, without much hope of a good result.



 

	

	"Back here again?" Joe asked.  David was, once more, standing in front of the empty display cabinet, staring at it intently.



	"I can't shake the feeling that the answer is right in front of me, in this case somewhere."



	"I don't see how it could be.  It's just a cabinet.  The spell is still in place."



	"Is there anything more we can learn by keeping the spell in place?  Haven't we made a record of everything about it?"



	"Yes, why?"



	"Because I want to examine that damned cabinet.  Let's go get the guard, and see if he can turn the spell off."



	As they left the display room, Joe said, "I like your enthusiasm, but you've got to learn to detach yourself more from the work."



	David shook his head.  "Look, you told me there were only two avenues of investigation in this case.  Figure out who, and that would tell us how, or figure out how, and that would tell us who.  In order to figure out who, we had to figure out why.  We have completely exhausted options for why with no results, so figuring out who by itself is basically a dead end.  That leaves me to figure out how.  That cabinet is the key to how."



	"And if it turns out to be just your everyday, ordinary, run of the mill display cabinet?"



	"Then, frankly, we're screwed."



	Joe grunted at that.



	It didn't take them long to find the guard, and he had, fortunately, been the one responsible for the protection charm on the display cases that week.  He was more than happy to take down the field for them on the display case.



	"I don't know what you expect to find," Joe said.



	David lifted the cover off the display area, to see if there was anything inside.  However, the top of the pedestal appeared to be quite solid.  David replaced the cover, and moved his way down to the pedestal itself, examining each side closely, making several circuits of the case as he looked lower and lower.



	Finally, David reached the very bottom, and the only thing to look at was the flange that sat directly on the floor.



	That's when he saw it.



	"Well, this looks out of place," David said.



	"What?" Joe asked, not seeing anything.



	Before answering, David moved over to one of the other display cases, and examined its base, comparing it to what he was seeing on the 'incident case'.  Sure enough, there was a difference.



	"You're going to have to look closely, because it's hard to see," David said.  "You see this shadow line?"  David pointed to a hairline crack between two surfaces.



	"Uh... yeah, I guess, now that you mention it, I can see it, but so what?"



	"Well, two things.  First, the other display case does not have this separation.  And second, I can find no other place on this display case where such a separation occurs.  That makes it extremely odd."



	"Shit happens?" Joe offered.



	"Maybe.  But there's another important point here."



	"Which is?"



	"The side of the flange on which this occurs is also the side of the flange which was poking through the protective field.  I have a thought.  Go get the guard again."



	When he returned, David had the guard re-engage the protective charm the exact same way as it had been.  David temporarily turned the field orange, to prove to them all that it was still exposing the one piece of flange, and nothing else.



	"So what?" Joe said.



	"Yeah, so what?" the guard agreed.  "You still can't stick your hand in there."



	"Are you sure of that?" David asked.  Without waiting for an answer, he pulled his wand.  He concentrated, visualizing what he wanted in his mind, and then he cast a spell.



	Slowly, the piece of flange that was sticking through the field separated into two layers.  The top layer slowly floated upward.  As it did so, the edges of the flange piece stretched, remaining attached to the rest of the flange.  This created a frame, which grew larger as the top layer of the flange floated further upward.  Finally, the top layer of flange was floating well above the display case, and there was a huge opening in the protective field.  David simply reached in with his hand and lifted the edge of the display case.



	"Well, I'll be a dragon's uncle," Joe said.



	"Mother of God," the guard said, struck with both awe and terror at the sudden insecurity of the archive.



	"Now we know how," David said.  "What does this tell us about who?" he asked Joe.



	"We need to learn a lot more about this display case," Joe said.



	David returned the cabinet to its normal condition, and then turned to the guard.  "You will say nothing about this to anyone, do you understand?  If you tell anyone, the thief may be alerted to the fact that we're closing in on them."



	"Yes, I understand, but what about the security of the archive?"



	"We will speak to the curator ourselves," David told him.  "But I think the problem is restricted to this one display case.  In any event, if you speak about this to anyone, it could be construed as aiding a criminal."



	"I understand," the man repeated, and then headed back to his duties.



	Joe and David quickly found the curator.



	"Your display cases," David started.  "Are they purchased from a cabinet maker?"



	"No.  They're all made custom by the archival assistants.  Why?"



	"Well, that narrows it down to two suspects," David said to Joe.



	"Unless someone bribed one or both of them," Joe said.



	"That still makes them guilty," David replied.



	"True enough.  Do you want to go grab them?"



	"No."



	"No?"



	"Remember, the scroll is still in the building somewhere.  At this point, they haven't actually broken any laws."



	"Are you sure it's still here?" Joe said.



	"Joe, we just figured out how they got around the first alarm.  I highly doubt they could use the same trick to get around the second."  Turning to Mr. Abner, David asked, "The alarm that keeps an eye on all the archive's contents.  Does it work by watching doorways and windows, or does it pay attention to simple presence?"



	"There is a talisman in the vault.  The vault is central to the building.  The building is round for a reason.  If any item is taken further away from that talisman than the distance to the outer wall of the building, the alarm goes off."



	"So it keeps track of the distance of objects from itself.  It wouldn't care if someone were to conjure an object right through the wall.  Once it was too far away, the alarm would go off."



	"Correct."



	"Stupid question... have you checked to make sure that talisman is still there?"



	"Well, yes, I have.  But also, if the talisman is moved, it also sets off an alarm."



	David nodded, and then turned back to Joe.



	"So, unless he's found a way to bypass that alarm, and I don't see how he could, then the scroll must still be here."  David turned back to the curator.  "Can the tracer tag be removed?"



	"It can, but it requires two people.  In this branch, it would be myself and Patricia who enacted the tracer tags.  Breaking them is not a trivial exercise, I assure you.  The spell was crafted many years ago by a level one Master Spellcaster working for the king."



	David nodded again.



	"So, what we have right now is a non-crime.  Until the scroll leaves the premises, it has not actually been stolen.  What is the range of the tracer tags?" he asked the curator.



	"What do you mean?"



	"Well, the talisman sounds an alarm if a tagged object goes beyond the outer walls... but how far out can it see?  I'm wondering, if someone took an object out while the alarm spell was being recast, how far away would they have to get so that the talisman wouldn't notice that the object was too far away?"



	"Oh, I think I see what you're asking.  Once the object was outside the outer walls, the talisman would ignore it.  It would consider any such object to be someone else's concern."



	"And it doesn't keep a count of the tagged objects within its area of responsibility?"



	"No."



	"Okay.  Thank you."



	As they left the curator's office, David said, "So, right now, the best we could get him for is attempted theft.  We have to wait until he tries to take it out of the building.



	"Who do you think did it?  I mean, which of the assistants?"



	"Not sure.  We need to talk to both of them, separately, about the cabinets."



	"Let's go."



 

	

	David and Joe split up to talk to the two archival assistants, and then they met back up for lunch at a nearby restaurant.



	"So, what did Drudekai say?" David asked.



	"He said that they both work on the cabinets.  He claims there was nothing unique about the cabinet that was holding the scroll."



	"Well, so now we have differing stories," David said.



	"How so?"



	"Kakios told me that yes, they both work on the cabinets, but Drudekai is the builder.  Kakios' job is normally to paint them and do small finishing touches, like the gilding work and such.  Kakios claims that he has no skill with actual carpentry.  In the case of our scroll cabinet, he says that Drudekai asked to finish that cabinet entirely on his own."



	"What reason did he give?" Joe asked.



	"Supposedly, Drudekai wanted to practice his painting and finishing skills."



	"Plausible," Joe allowed.



	"But a lie," David said.



	"Probably."



	"We need to dig into Drudekai's life.  We need to pick apart everything he's ever been."



	"Why?  We're pretty sure he's our guy..."



	"But we still have to catch him at it.  In order to do that, I think we're going to have to know why he's stealing the scroll."



	"Okay."



	"Can you do that?  I have a wedding to go to."



	"Oh?  Okay, I can put that information together.  Who's getting married?"



	"Bonnie, the barmaid at the Slyther Inn.  I need to go get cleaned up.  The wedding's in three hours."



	"You part of the ceremony?"



	"No, just a guest."



	"Okay.  Well, I'll see you tomorrow, then."



	"Thanks, Joe.  Hug Zyla for me."



	"Will do."



 

	

	David felt lucky that Prof. Stott was a close friend of Bonnie's.  It meant that she, too, had been invited to the wedding, which meant that David would have someone to explain the ceremony to him, as he had never witnessed a Dugerran wedding, and had a feeling it was nothing like an American one.



	The two entered the temple, where the wedding would be performed.  The entryway was bright and airy, and people were milling about.  David and Sam both set their gifts on the table clearly marked for such, and then they decided to find seats, so that they would have a good view.



	The main entrance to the central ritual chamber of the temple was across from the front door, and as they walked in, David took stock of what he saw.  The room was circular, with a central floor area about twenty-five feet across.  Arrayed around that, but separted from it by a low wall, were five circular rows of chairs.  A walkway went all the way around the room behind the last row of chairs, and six aisles allowed people to move to specific spots in the seating, or down into the central area.



	As David and Sam were walking down to the front row, he asked, "What do they call this room?"



	"They call it a harbor.  It's a safe place to profess what you believe, and to express yourself.  It is, like now, also used to make commitments of various types.  The thinking is that the temple protects you from the outside world, so that you can make your commitment free of duress and other considerations."



	David nodded.  They took their seats in the front row, just to one side of an aisle.



	"So, is this a religious place?" David asked.  "I haven't really encountered much religion in Dugerra, except for Diva Devata Jumala Zot, which I've seen, and looks nothing like this..."



	"It isn't a strictly religious place, though it can be used for religious ceremonies.  It's more of a philosophical place, I guess.  Even political discussions will sometimes happen in one of the temples.  The thing most worshipped in one of these temples is truth."



	David nodded.  The two continued to chat while they waited for the wedding to begin.  Others slowly filled in the seats around them, until the room was nearly full.



	Finally, right on time, a set of chimes rang out, and the fireflies which were lighting up the seating area dimmed.  Those in the center of the room, lighting the floor area, brightened slightly.  David heard the tinkling of small bells coming from outside the room.  In a few moments, he saw three people emerge from a doorway directly across from him.  He heard bells behind him, as well, and looked to see three more people come in through the main entrance.  In each case, the three people split up, two going one way around the circle, and one going the other.  They passed by each other until there was one person standing at the top of each aisle.  David noted that three of them were wearing pale yellow, and three were wearing pale green.  The people were standing in such a way that the colors alternated.



	Sam whispered to him, "The people wearing yellow represent the woman.  Those wearing green represent the man."  David nodded in understanding.



	Once the six people had stopped moving, a seventh person appeared, again from the doorway directly opposite them.  This person immediately walked down the aisle to the floor section, and she stepped up onto a small platform with a podium on it.  Two candles sat on the podium, and a book sat between the candles.  The woman looked up to the ceiling, rather than at any portion of the audience.



	"We come together this day to witness and endorse the joining of two people into one presence.  The commitment entered into here today is one not to be taken lightly, nor on a whim.  It is a binding covenant between them, before each of us present today.  It is a promise made before the King, before all of you, and before whatever god or gods they may believe in.



	"Let the light bearers come forth," the woman said.



	The six people standing at the top of the aisles each moved toward the floor, the sound of tinkling bells returning.  As the woman nearest him passed by, David saw that she was carrying a triangular frame, lined with small bells, and holding a crystal in its center.  She stopped on the edge of a circle that was inlaid into the floor of the room.  Each of the others also stopped on the circle.



	"Enact the Ambit of Truth," the woman intoned.



	The man directly in front of the woman on the platform began to cast a spell.  The crystal he was holding glowed a brilliant blue.  In just another second, a beam of light shot out of his crystal, over to the crystal of another man, skipping the woman in-between them.  The second man then chanted a similar spell, and his crystal lit up, sending light to the woman directly across from him.  This went on, each person chanting a spell, and the light moving from crystal to crystal, until it rejoined with the first man.  What had been formed was the now-familiar unicursal hexagram, glowing brightly between them.



	Sam, knowing David would need an explanation, whispered, "The Ambit is a truth field.  Anyone standing within it must tell the truth.  It's like a truth potion.  It guarantees that the people getting married are speaking their vows honestly."



	David nodded, though he wondered if this didn't kind of invalidate the idea of trusting your partner.



	With the truth field completed, the woman on the platform said, "Let the declarators enter."



	David saw Bonnie enter the far doorway.  Looking behind himself, he saw a man, he assumed her fiance, entering the main entrance.  The two moved down opposite aisles, and then moved around the edge of the floor area until they were standing across from each other, outside the circle of light bearers, between two points of the star.



	The woman on the platform said, "Bonnie Whittle, Robert Pyle, you come before these people in declaration of love and commitment.  If you speak the truth, enter the ambit."



	They both walked inside the hexagram, which flared a brilliant violet as they passed across it.  The light became less vivid after they were inside, but it remained violet.  They extended their hands to each other, one palm up, and one palm down, just like David had done during the centaur friendship ceremony.  As soon as their palms touched, a small circle on the floor lit up, and glowing ropes of light appeared around their hands, holding the couple's hands firmly together.  David also saw a brilliant red mark appear on the back of each of their left hands.



	Sam told him, "Wow, they're doing it the old way.  A lot of people have switched to wedding rings, like in Earth."



	The woman on the platform said, "Bonnie Whittle, you may declare your commitment at this time."



	Bonnie looked lovingly at Robert, and she said, "I, Bonnie Sarah Whittle, take you, Robert Benjamin Pyle, as my husband.  I promise to stand with you through all that may come in our future: the good and the bad, the poverty and the prosperity, the joy and the sorrow, for now and until such time as this symbol of our love is gone."



	The mark on Bonnie's hand flared.  It burned a brilliant white for a second, and then it settled in.  It no longer glowed, but was a permanent gold mark on the back of her hand.



	The woman on the platform now said, "Robert Pyle, you may declare your commitment at this time."



	Robert gazed at Bonnie, and he said, "I, Robert Benjamin Pyle, take you, Bonnie Sarah Whittle, as my wife.  I promise to love you and care for you.  I promise to protect you even with my life.  I promise to stand by you in all that may come in our future, for now, and until such time as this symbol of our love is gone."



	The symbol on Robert's hand performed exactly as Bonnie's had, and he was also left with a golden mark.  At this point, the ropes of light holding their hands together evaporated, but the two kept their hands in place.



	The woman now said, "And it is done.  I present to you a new presence, two lives joined into one, for your care and support.  As witness to this declaration, it is your responsibility to help this new young life to grow and flourish, to become what all life should be: the fulfillment of its grandest possibilities.



	"Rise now, in endorsement of their declaration and in proclamation of your own commitment to their success."



	The audience rose to its feet, and then they applauded.  Bonnie and Robert embraced, kissing strongly.  The light bearers raised their triangular frames, and the hexagram burst with a brilliant flash of blue-violet light that filled the room for a second, and then was gone.



	Before she stepped down, the woman on the platform said, "The reception is being held in the atrium.  Please feel free to join the couple for the celebration."



	David and Sam joined the crowd moving out into the atrium, where they each got a cup of punch and some finger food.  David didn't know very many people at the reception, so he spent most of his time near Sam, who introduced him to a few people, but for the most part, they simply chatted with each other.



	Finally, most of the crowd having given their congratulations to the newlyweds, David and Sam made their way over to deliver their well-wishes.



	"Congratulations," David told Bonnie.  Bonnie beamed at him.  "And to you, sir."  David shook the man's hand.  Sam, likewise, congratulated them.



	"So," David started, turning to Bonnie, "have you decided what you're going to do, career-wise?"



	"Not yet.  It's been tough trying to find anything.  I've been out of school for several years, and people assume that means you're out of practice.  I've been keeping up with my skills, but no one wants to take that chance."



	David nodded.  He turned to Robert.  "Bonnie never told me what you do for a living?"



	"I'm a store clerk.  Not a job that pays amazingly well, as you can imagine."



	"Yeah.  If it meant a better job, would you be willing to move?" he asked.



	"In a heartbeat," Robert said.  Bonnie wasn't as quick to say yes.  "To where?" she asked.



	"Bolmont," David replied.



	"Well, that's not too far from all my friends, I guess I'd be okay with that.  But why?"



	David pulled a card out of his pocket.  "When you get back from your honeymoon, contact this man.  His name is E.F. Cavuto.  He works for the Bank of Callamandia.  He's willing to grant you an interview."



	"For what?" Robert asked.  "She's a scribe, not an accountant..."



	"The bank has a Contracts Division.  They do a lot of work for the king, and for various businesses.  They also occasionally put down business negotiations onto paper, so there is a record of what is said, even if it's not a contract.  Anyway, they use a great many scribes in the Contracts Division."



	"How did you find out about this?" Bonnie wanted to know.



	"Let's just say I'm a popular customer at the bank.  I asked the local branch manager if he knew of any opportunities for scribes.  He pointed me in the right direction."



	Bonnie and Robert were both excited by the prospect.  Bonnie still had one doubt, though.  "But what if he thinks I've been out of school too long, just like the rest?"



	"He told me that all interviewees are evaluated by the bank to test their skills, whether you just got out of school, or you've been in the workforce for ten years.  So that should not be an issue."



	Bonnie smiled widely.  "Thank you, David!  This could be a real lifesaver for us!"



	David smiled.  "Figured it was a better wedding present than that Everstore cabinet I got you."



	Bonnie gave him a huge hug, and a kiss on the cheek.  Robert shook his hand strongly while thanking him profusely.  Finally, David and Sam both wished them good luck, and moved off.



	"That was a good thing you did, David," Sam said seriously.



	"I'd have hired her myself, if I had to," David admitted.  "They needed a good place to start from."



	"Do you actually have need of a scribe?"



	David shrugged.  "The guild could make use of one.  And I'm doing enough stuff with my potions lately that there's a fair amount of paperwork involved."



	"How's it going with your petition for advancement?"



	"I still need a few more new potions."



	"Are you trying to incorporate them into Stroud's Base, as well?"



	"Sure.  Might as well.  Just makes things easier for me."



	"Right.  Good luck."



	"Thanks."



	Sam sighed.



	"What's the matter?"



	"Oh, nothing, really.  But weddings are about the only time when I even mildly regret my chosen lifestyle.  They're the one time I think it might be nice to settle down with a single partner and develop a steady relationship.  Then I remember that I can't stand having people in my space for all that long, and the feeling goes away," she said with a smile.



	"Hmmm.  Maybe you just need to find the right guy to have in your space all the time," he offered.



	"You have anyone in mind?" she asked with a grin and a nudge.



	David smirked.  "No.  I'm content to share your space occasionally."



	"How about now?" Sam asked huskily.  "Weddings also make me incredibly horny."



	David grinned widely.  "Well, we can't leave you like that..."



 



	"So, how goes the investigation, Joe?" Zyla asked.



	"You guys really talk shop at the dinner table?" David asked.



	"Do we have something else to talk about?" Joe replied reasonably.  "Zyla already told us about her day before dinner was ready.  I don't think Grace is ready to give us a rundown on her day, so that only leaves you and me...  Unless you want to talk about the wedding you went to yesterday..."



	"Hmm.  Actually, you know what?  I do have a question about that.  I was going to ask Sam, but she distracted me, and I forgot."



	"How did she distract you that badly?" Zyla asked.



	"By being naked," David replied with a grin.  Zyla blushed crimson while Joe chuckled at his wife.



	"What's your question?" Joe asked him.



	"During the ceremony, they each received a mark on their hand.  What's that about?  It was referred to in their vows... or at least I think that's what they were referring to... as the symbol of their love."



	"Oh, they went really old style with it," Joe said.  "It's called a marriage mark, or a love tattoo, by some.  It serves a few purposes.  First, of course, it marks you as being married to someone, and it's hard to hide, and can't be taken off.  Second, it visually indicates the level of love between you and your partner.  It starts out gold, and it will fade to silver, then to black, and then it will disappear, as the love in the relationship diminishes."



	"Is it measuring your love for them, or their love for you?"



	"Your love for them."



	David nodded.  "And the third thing?"



	"If you should happen to cheat on your partner, the mark on your hand will fracture permanently.  Even if your spouse forgives you, the mark will not repair itself.  This is supposed to act as a deterrent to never do such a thing."



	"What about open relationships?  It's not really cheating then..."



	"Then you wouldn't use that mark, most likely.  It would still fracture.  Any time you slept with someone other than your spouse.  And the more often you do it, the more fractured it becomes."



	"So, could it eventually disappear from fracturing too much?"



	"Yes.  And at that point, the marriage is considered to be dissolved."



	"So that's what they meant by until the mark is gone."



	"Yes."



	"You called this old style.  What do they normally do now?"



	"Most folks do either a bracelet or a ring.  I'm sure you've seen the men wearing the silver or gold wrist guards around Dugerra.  That's a marriage symbol."



	"Do those indicate the same things as the marriage mark?"



	"In some cases," Joe confirmed.  "For a lot of people, though, they no longer want that information made public, so the ring or bracelet is just a pretty decoration."



	David nodded, then, looking between them, he had to ask, "So... what did you guys do?  I don't see a mark, a ring, or a bracelet."



	Joe frowned and looked away.  Zyla answered for him.



	"We didn't have a spiritual ceremony of any kind.  We simply filed our marriage agreement with the magistrate's office."



	"Oh.  Can I ask why you didn't have a wedding?"



	"Well, it wasn't really important to either of us," she said, "And money was pretty tight at the time.  Weddings can be expensive."



	"Really?  Must be the cost of renting the temple.  The rest of it seemed pretty simplistic."



	"Temples are expensive, yes.  So are the ambit generators, if they used one."



	"They did."



	"Plus having the clerk come out to officiate, all the cost of the reception afterward... it all adds up."



	"I guess," David said.  His voice indicated dissatisfaction.



	"You're upset I didn't give her a wedding, aren't you?" Joe asked.



	"Huh?  Oh, no, that's between you two.  I was just thinking that the likelihood of me ever going through a wedding myself was pretty slim.  As Olissa once told me, I can hardly do the 'till death do us part' bit."



	Zyla said, "That doesn't mean you can't get married.  You just have to meet a woman who's okay with how the relationship will change over time."



	"I suppose.  Anyway, this is an unhappy topic.  Why don't we go back to discussing the case?"



	Joe grinned and said, "See?"



	"Oh, shut up."



 

	

	Mr. Abner sighed heavily.  "More questions, officers?"



	"Mr. Abner," David said politely, but firmly, "if you want us to retrieve the scroll, then we have to investigate.  That means asking questions of the people with information relevant to the situation.  As you are the person with the most information of that type, yes, we will continue to ask you questions.  Now, if you'd prefer that we simply stop looking for the scroll, we will stop asking you questions.  I do, however, think that your boss, and the king, might be annoyed by that decision."



	Mr. Abner glared at him for a moment, but he knew that David was right.  "I'm sorry.  It's just that it's been very stressful, and I do have other work to do.  What do you need today?"



	"Is there ever a time when items are moved out of the archive building for any reason?"



	"People can withdraw them, one at a time."



	"How does the alarm system handle that?"



	"The trace is removed from the item.  A different trace is put on it, one which can track the location of the item."



	"Okay, but other than that, is there ever a time when multiple items are removed from this building?"



	"Only if there was need to make a repair of some kind," he replied.  The curator paused, and then said, "Or if they were being sent on tour."



	"Would the trace be removed at that point?"



	"No, it would take too long to remove it, and then put it back when the tour is done.  A tour normally displays several dozen objects.  It could take a day or more to put the trace on all of them."



	"So, how do you remove them from the archive?  Is that done while the outer alarm is removed?"



	"Yes."



	"Okay.  Now, are any tours scheduled for the near future?"



	Mr. Abner consulted his calendar.  "Why, yes.  This week, we're sending off several crates of items, along with the various display items needed."



	"The display items.  What, exactly, do you send along?"



	"Oh... cabinets, some pedestals, the posts and rope to keep onlookers away from the cabinets, a few chairs, because we generally have people to explain the items being displayed, and we want to have a place for them to rest... that's about it."



	"And, the places the items are displayed on tour... are they secured in the same way as the archive?"



	"Oh, heavens no.  In those places, we use more guards.  It would simply be too difficult to make the building itself more secure in most cases."



	"This tour... it stays within Callamandia?"



	"No.  It's a worldwide tour."



	"Shit," David said, mostly to himself.



	"You're thinking someone could sneak the scroll out of the building while we're moving the items out for the tour?  But we have all the guards here at that time, and all of those items go directly onto a coach."



	"Actually, I think they're going one step further.  I think the scroll will actually be stolen from the tour."



	"I don't understand," the curator said.



	"Imagine this:  Our thief grabs the scroll and hides it in some part of the display stuff that is being sent on the tour.  He won't hide it in the actual crates of display items, because it would be seen as soon as the items were taken out the first time on the tour.  He's one of the archival assistants; he can make sure that whatever he hides the scroll in goes with the tour.  You've turned off the alarm, so the scroll will go unnoticed, right onto the coach with all the other tour materials.  Then, at some point on the tour, someone else, who would know right where the scroll was, steals it out of the display hall, and no one's the wiser.  It's much easier to steal it from there than here, because all they have to do is avoid being seen taking it out of its hiding place.  And if Drudekai has been smart - and so far, he has been quite smart - he will hide it in such a place where retrieving it is either very quick, or can be done under cover, making the retrieval of the scroll fairly safe."



	"That's... well, it's fiendish, but it's also quite brilliant," Mr. Abner said.



	"Yeah.  The problem is, we have to find the scroll and follow it.  Mr. Abner, we're going to need access to the building tonight."



	"Why?"



	"To search for the scroll.  Also, we'll need you and Miss Talisman to be available, in case we find it."



	"What for?"



	"So that we can replace the current trace with a positional one.  In order for us to arrest anyone, a crime has to be committed.  So long as that scroll is within the archive, or part of the tour - even hidden - no crime has yet happened.  We can't arrest anyone until they remove the scroll from the archive's possession.  In order that it doesn't get lost, we need that positional trace on it."



	"Very well.  But why search at night?"



	"So that the assistants won't know we've done it.  I feel confident enough in Mr. Drury's loyalty to the archive to think that he won't tell them about our search."



	The curator nodded.  "Very well.  It will be as you say."



	"Thank you, sir.  We'll be here at midnight."



 

	

	"So, do we notify the Rimohr offices in the areas where the tour is happening, so they can watch out for the scroll?" David asked Joe the next day.  They'd found the scroll hidden in one of the posts that held up the soft ropes that kept visitors away from the displays.  Removing it from that post, they found, would take about three seconds.  Hiding the scroll under a cloak would be child's play.



	"This is our case, David.  We go where the case goes."



	"You mean, we have to spend the time on the road?"



	"Well... you do.  I can't."



	"What do you mean?"



	"As a squad supervisor, I can't be away from the office for that long."



	"But I can't operate on my own.  It's against the rules."



	"I know.  I'm going to send Vivian with you.  You two are already familiar with each other, so she won't have to get used to the way you do things."



	"Okay.  But this could take a couple months.  The tour's supposed to be gone for nine weeks."



	"It could.  And if it does, it does.  But I don't think it's going to take that long.  The longer that scroll sits in an insecure area, the greater the chance of it being discovered by accident.  I would think that our real thief would want to get their hands on it as soon as possible."



	"That makes sense.  The first three stops are Gorumshead, Ramius, and Everglin, over in Pithala."



	"My guess is that Everglin will be where it happens."



	"Why?" David asked.



	"Gorumshead's too close to this office, and Ramius is too hard to get away from unnoticed.  Everglin's a long way from where the crime began, so they might hope that the Rimohrs there weren't aware of it.  Plus, a lot of people still think in terms of nations.  They think if they do it in another country, we can't catch them.  That still happens a lot, and we use it to our advantage every time."



	"What if he lives in Gorumshead or Ramius?"



	"I'm not saying you don't cover them as thoroughly as anyplace else.  I'm just saying that I wouldn't expect anything to happen until Everglin or later.  But, since I think he'll want to move quickly, my guess is Everglin, as I said."



	"I suppose that makes sense.  Unless the tour is actually coming to his home town.  If it's doing that, then he might just wait until it arrives, and visit the exhibition.  That way, it wouldn't be at all suspicious."



	"Okay, I grant you that one.  But don't count on that."



	"Right."



	"Look at the bright side.  You get a few days to rest before the tour starts.  You can catch up on your paperwork!"



	"Have I told you lately that I hate you?" David said with a smirk.  Joe laughed.



 

	

	"Well, this seems to be coming along nicely," David said.  He was walking along the back half of his property, inspecting the work that had been done with Jailla.  David had hired a crew to build a pond on his property.



	"Yes.  Why did you want this here?" Jailla asked.



	"The land was boring," David replied simply.  "It was a few kinds of ugly trees, and ground where very little grew.  The trees that surround the pond are much nicer looking, and now the ground will hold something interesting."



	"A large puddle is interesting?" Jailla asked.



	"There will be fish in the pond, Jailla," David said, rolling his eyes.  "Along with frogs, and whatever else decides to show up on its own.  But the fish and the frogs I'm having brought in.  And, of course, the plant life.  Plus, there will be a small waterfall over there, which will help with the function of the pond, as well as look and sound nice."



	"How can a waterfall operate on a still body of water?"



	"The water will be circulated magically through pipes.  This pond is basically just a huge aquarium."



	"What's an aquarium?" Jailla asked.



	"I knew you were going to ask that," David said with a chuckle.  "It's a clear box full of water that you put small fish in to keep them as pets."



	"People do that?  Why?"



	"Because people find it relaxing to watch fish swim."



	"People are strange."



	"Thanks a lot, bird-brain," David said.  Jailla nipped him on the ear in reply.  "Ow!  Bastard."



	After a few moments of walking silently, David said, "So, as you know, I have to go out of town starting tomorrow.  Are you coming with me?"



	"You are my wizard.  Where you go, I go," Jailla said.



	"Well, I just wondered, since I haven't been taking you on cases.  Does that bother you, me leaving you here?"



	"Not very much.  There's plenty of room to fly here, and enough to see to keep me interested most of the time.  It would be interesting to see how your cases are going, but I realize that most people do not take their familiars to work with them."



	"Wonder why that is," David said.



	"Disruptive, I suppose," Jailla replied.



	"I've never known you to disrupt my day... at least not when I was doing something serious."



	"That's me.  Imagine if Olissa went to work with Bisperion."



	David snorted.  "Yeah, I see your point.  Or if Ellie had tried to take Peanut to a job."



	"Yes.  Not all familiars are as calm as I am."



	"Thank you for that.  Being calm, I mean.  I couldn't have handled Peanut."



	"Peanut would never have spoken to you.  Calmness was what you needed in a familiar.  It's one of the reasons we were, and are, so compatible."



	"Yeah.  Okay, so we'll be leaving tomorrow evening.  We're traveling just behind the tour, so that nobody sees us.  Vivian is going with us."



	"Oh?"



	"Yeah, Joe can't be out of the office that long."



	"I see.  Where are we going?"



	"Depends on how long it takes our thief to show up.  Our first stop should be very familiar.  It's the History Museum in Gorumshead."



	"How long will we be there?"



	"Just a couple days.  Long enough, I hope, for me to talk to Dean Lengel.  Agent Wilson finally got a response to my questions to the higher-ups about my position while at school."



	"That took much longer than it should have," Jailla opined.



	David shrugged, but gently, since Jailla was on his shoulder.  "At least we got an answer.  Anyway, it's dinner time.  Let's go see what Flo's cooked up."



 



	"Good morning, Officer, what can I do for you today?"



	"Good morning, Madame Dean," David replied with a stern look.



	Dean Lengel grinned.  "Okay, I deserved that.  It's good to see you, David.  The uniform looks good on you."



	"Thanks."



	"So, what did you want to see me about?" she asked, gesturing for him to have a seat.



	"I need your help to figure out exactly what my position is within the school structure for this upcoming year."



	"I don't understand."



	"Well, I'm a Rimohr intern now.  That gives me certain responsibilities, and a few bits of authority.  However, the school has its own security force -"



	"Such as it is," Dean Lengel interrupted.  "We still haven't replaced those lost during the fight with The Clan."



	David frowned.  "Still.  The school has its own... what we would refer to in Earth as Campus Police.  You have your own security and investigation team.  What I need to figure out is what my job is, relative to their authority.  The Rimohr Commissioner has verified that I can act as the liaison between the school's security force and the Rimohrs.  He also suggested that, if I were an official part of the security force, I would be able to detain, investigate, and perform almost all of my Rimohr duties on campus under the authority of the school itself."



	"So you want me to hire you as a security officer?"



	"Well... appoint, really.  There's no reason for the school to pay me.  I'm already being paid by the Rimohr office, and it would be silly to get two paychecks for the same job."



	Dean Lengel sat back in thought for a long moment.  Finally, she leaned forward again.  "It's interesting that you bring this to me at this point in time."



	"Why's that?"



	"After the fight last year, there's been a lot of soul-searching going on within the school.  The Board of Discipline voted to oust Prof. Hellerhan, even before the election.  It was a symbolic move, but an important one.



	"The faculty discussed your idea of making time on the Board mandatory.  A lot of people saw the merit of it, but we did decide on a slightly different approach."



	"Oh?"



	"Yes.  The Board will no longer have sitting members.  The faculty will rotate through.  Each time the Board of Discipline is needed, the next person will be called on to fill a seat.  We've crafted the lists so that no one group of people reoccurs too frequently, and the leader of the Board is chosen by the list, not by the people on the Board."



	"Won't this cause a lot of confusion for ongoing disciplinary issues?"



	"Well, first off, faculty meetings will now cover any of those, but another change is that the Board handles only individual cases.  They will no longer have authority over the day to day operations of security.  Even DIRT will now come under the direct authority of the Chief of Security.  The security chief will report directly to me and the school's Board of Trustees, who are not faculty members, they're part of the Ministry of Education."



	"Oh.  Well... that's probably going to help things, and it's good to know, but how does any of that have anything to do with my request?"



	"Because one of the other pieces of upheaval that has happened is that Seth Tupper has resigned his position as Chief of Security."



	"What?  Why?"



	"Too much emotional trauma from the fight.  Seth's never been in that kind of situation before, and it shook his confidence in himself.  He's unwilling, now, to carry the responsibility for the security force.  He doesn't feel he could send people out again to get hurt or killed.  This is why the security force hasn't been replaced yet."



	"So, you're telling me that I couldn't be part of the security team until you hire a new security chief."



	"Not exactly," Dean Lengel said.



	"What, then?" David asked.



	"I'm telling you that I want you to be the new Chief of Security.  At least for the upcoming year."



	"Are you nuts?  I don't know anything about running security."



	"Could have fooled me," she said.  "You sure seemed like you knew what you were doing last year."



	"I was leading a small group, with a limited purpose."



	"And the year before," Dean Lengel pointed out.



	"What... oh, the thief?  That just proves how bad I was doing.  I should have seen that months before we arrested the bastard."



	"Nobody else saw it at all," Dean Lengel replied.  "Not to mention, David, that you're a Rimohr Officer.  If there's a better qualification for being the Chief of Security, I don't know what it would be."



	"I'm a Rimohr intern.  We both know I'm no Officer yet, to hell with what Garibaldi insists I tell people in public."



	"Still, you were accepted by them on the basis of your skills.  When I asked them how you were doing, they gave you a very favorable report."



	"You've been checking up on me?" David asked with a grin.



	"I had to have something to take to the Board of Trustees," she replied.  "They don't know you as more than a name, so I had to give them a reason to allow me to hire you."



	"There's another problem, though," David said.  "As a Rimohr intern, I will frequently have to leave campus.  Perhaps for days at a time.  I can't just abandon my post here to go do that job..."



	"We took that into account when we were reworking the security force's rules of operation.  You will have a deputy chief, and you'll also have an office administrator.  The office administrator will be Seth, up until the Yule break.  He agreed to stick around and help you settle into the position before he starts looking for a new job.  His normal duties will be to keep the office running and do the majority of the paperwork, to take that off your hands.



	"Your deputy chief is there to be in charge when you're not available, either due to days off, or Rimohr duties."



	"I get days off?  Since when?" David said with a chuckle.



	Dean Lengel smiled.  "Yes, as a paid employee, you're entitled to two days off a week.  During those days, the deputy chief can fill in for you.  You will need to select a deputy chief from your security team.  We simply haven't had the time to find a suitable individual."



	"What about the fact that I'm still a student?  You'd have a student running your security force.  That can't be good for morale..."



	"You're a sixth-year student with a history of activity in the security department.  Nothing in the school's by-laws prevents you from holding the job.  I know you won't let it affect your academic performance, or you would have suffered last year.  And the students, I think, will adjust without a problem.  You would qualify for the position if you had ended your schooling after your fourth year, so there's no reason you shouldn't get the job now."



	"Did you clear this with the Rimohr office?" David asked.



	"You just told me they suggested you take on a security position at the school," she replied.



	"Yeah, as a security officer, not as a security chief..."



	"Splitting hairs," she said, waving her hand dismissively.  Suddenly, she got serious.


 	"David, we need you in this job.  With Seth leaving, we have no one who understands the real problems we're facing.  You and the DIRT were out front in dealing with these problems last year.  You know what you may be up against.  You know what works, and what doesn't.  We can't afford to have someone who is unfamiliar with the situation groping around, trying to find a way forward, while the school suffers further.  We need someone who both knows where the line is, and knows how to make sure that the students don't step over it.  That is you, whether you want to admit it or not.  It was hard for me to watch you struggling under the 'guidance' of the Board last year.  I watched you try to find creative ways around their intransigence.  You have every quality we could possibly want in a Chief of Security.  You're smart, you're tough, you can think on your feet, and you're not afraid of stepping on toes when it comes to doing the job right.  I thoroughly expect to be butting heads with you every once in a while.  My version of discipline and yours do not always agree.  Having said that, I know that your opinions on the matter are honest ones, coming from your real beliefs, and not some agenda.  I can respect that.  While we may disagree from time to time, I see no reason at all that we can't work together.


	"Please, David.  The school needs you.  Will you take the job?"



	"Dirty pool, Emile.  You know I can't say no when you phrase it that way."



	"I know.  I can play dirty to get my job done, too," she said with a grin.



	David shook his head in befuddlement at how he'd just gotten roped into this thing.



	"So, Chief Stroud," Dean Lengel said, making him even more uncomfortable, "You up for some lunch?"



	"Uh, sure.  There was something else I wanted to discuss with you, anyway.  We can do it while we eat."



	"Great."



 

	

	"Do you think we should split up, to cover more ground?" Vivian asked David.  The two were walking around the exhibition hall, trying to watch for their thief.



	"We can't," David replied.  "I'm not allowed to act on my own, remember?  If I need to perform a Rimohr duty, you have to be with me.  There may be two of us, but we're stuck acting as one."



	"Right.  I forgot.  It's got to be annoying, having to stick that close to Joe all the time."



	"Well, Joe gives me a little more room on my own... but we're hoping to make an arrest here, and I do not want to screw it up with some technicality."



	"Yeah, that's a good point," Vivian agreed.  "So how are you liking the job so far?"



	"Well, it's mentally stimulating, at least.  At least some of the time.  This last week has been pretty intense, mentally, trying to figure out who took it, and how to catch them.  My first couple cases were pretty dull, though."



	"That's the way it goes.  They're not all the end of the world.  Some are downright stupid.  But we've got to deal with them all."



	David nodded.  After a little more walking, he asked, "Why did you become a Rimohr?"



	"It was the family business.  My father, who's a techno, was a cop in Italy.  My grandfather was a cop in New York.  My grandmother was a security officer for the government.  It's just what we do."



	"Do you like the job?"



	"Most of the time?  No, not really."



	"What part do you like?"



	"I like the camaraderie, the feeling of brotherhood among the team."



	"You could get that in a lot of places."



	"But not as intensely.  There's something about police officers that builds a really tight community."



	"Getting shot at will do that to a guy," David offered.



	Vivian smiled. "Perhaps.  Not that a lot of Rimohrs get shot at... or even hexed at.  It's a dangerous thing to do, given our normal response."



	"Which is?"



	"Well, if our responding hex doesn't kill you, the courts will put you in wizard prison for over ten years for attempting to hex a Rimohr, no matter what else you may be convicted of."



	"Yikes.  Guess it's a good thing I didn't fight back when they came to arrest me."



	"Fighting the Rimohrs is never a good idea.  Even if you beat us, you lose, because we will hunt you down to the ends of the planets."



	"Still, back to my original point... if you don't like the job, why don't you find another one?"



	Vivian shrugged.  "I guess I just don't 'not like' this job enough to put in the effort to change careers."



	"Can I ask, what is it about the job you don't like?"



	"Too many times knowing who did something, and not being able to do anything about it, because we don't have enough proof.  There have been at least twenty cases like that in my career."



	"How long have you been a Rimohr?"



	"Seven years.  I went into the Academy right out of wizarding college."



	"Wait... why aren't you an Agent already?"



	"Performance, most likely.  They don't tell you why you don't get promoted.  But I imagine that my attitude toward the job has affected my enthusiasm, which has reflected in my performance.  I don't care, really.  Agents do more or less the same job as Officers.  They get a bit more pay, have a few more duties and a bit more authority... but it's all the same job.  Find the bad guy and prove he did it to the magistrate's satisfaction."



	David nodded.  "Well..." he groped for a way to say what he was thinking.  "I hope things get better for you."



	Vivian smiled at him.  "Thanks."



	With that, the two of them continued their circuit of the exhibition hall.



 

	

	David and Vivian were sitting in an office, resting.  On the desk between them sat a glass sphere, with a ring of light inside that pointed more toward Vivian than toward David.  It was the Dalmajak Cynosure, and David had focused it on the "missing" scroll.  If the scroll moved, the needle would pulse, and would follow the scroll.  This would let them know immediately if someone had taken the scroll from its hiding place.



	"Why didn't we think of this before?" Vivian asked.  "Much more relaxing."



	"Well, partly because I wanted to get a feel for the room, the people who were in it.  I also wanted to be seen patrolling."



	"Why?"



	"To lull the thief.  If you never see security, you just assume that you can't see security, and they're always around watching.  But if you see security at first, and then you don't, you assume that, because you can't see them, they're not watching you anymore."



	"Interesting idea," Vivian said.  "So, you're hoping that our disappearance will trigger the thief to act."



	"Right.  We'll go back out there in an hour or so, to do it again."



	It turned out that was not necessary, as fifteen minutes later, the ring inside the cynosure began to pulse, and it turned slightly.



	"Okay, let's go, but not too quickly.  We want him to get outside the building," David said.



	The two moved rapidly through the exhibition hall, following the direction of the cynosure.  They thought they knew who it was pointing at, but they wouldn't take any chances.  There were too many other people nearby that could be the culprit.



	Once they were outside, the people began to disperse.  It was now easier to see which person the cynosure was indicating.  Finally, as they followed their subject, it was clear he was their target.



	"Take him?" Vivian asked quietly.



	"Yeah," David confirmed.



	The two increased their pace until they were on either side of the man.



	"Rimohrs," David said.  "We'd like to talk to you."



	"Got nothing to say.  Sorry, I'm late for a meeting.  Really must be going," the man tried.



	David took the man's arm and brought him to a halt.



	"Let me rephrase," David said.  "You can either talk to us here, or you can talk to us in the local Rimohr office.  Your choice."



	The man sighed heavily.  "Fine.  What do you want?  Really, I must get to my meeting."



	David held up the Dalmajak Cynosure in front of the man.  The red ring was pointing right at him.



	"Remove your cloak," David said.



	"No," the man said.  "I will not.  You have no right to detain me."



	"Sir, we can detain anyone at all, for any reason, at any time in the course of our investigative duties.  In this case, you are believed to be guilty of a serious crime.  I'd advise you to cooperate before you force us to become more aggressive."



	The man tried to glare defiantly at David, but David just stared at him impassively.  Then the man tried, "You're bluffing."



	"Try me," David said.  "You can remove your cloak voluntarily, or sixty seconds from now you will be standing here naked after we have removed every article of clothing you're wearing."



	"You wouldn't," the man gasped.



	"I would," David responded.



	Slowly, the man unfastened his cloak and slipped it off his shoulders.  He handed it to David, who stepped away from the man while Vivian kept him under control.



	David hung the cloak on a nearby tree branch, and began to go through the pockets.  It didn't take very long to find the scroll.



	"That's mine!" the man protested.  "I bought it in the museum gift shop!"



	"Really," David said.  "There's just two problems with that."



	"What?" the man demanded.



	"First off, copies of the scroll do not contain the seal of the Royal Archive on their back.  You know, like this one right here," David said, showing the official logo to the man.



	"And second, the museum doesn't have a gift shop."



	The man deflated immediately.  The first he might have explained away.  The second was an impossibility.



	"Now, you'll be coming with us.  You're under arrest for grand theft.  You'd better hope the King of Callamandia is feeling magnanimous, too."



	"Why's that?" the man asked.



	"You're a Pithalan citizen, and you stole the property of the King of Callamandia.  That's an act of war.  For attempting to incite a war, he could demand your execution."



	"Why did you want the scroll, anyway?" Vivian asked as they were walking back to the museum, the man restrained by a handcuff hex.  "You could have just bought a copy."



	"The copies don't contain the secrets," the man said.  "If you take all the little marks on the back and line them up, they form a very potent spell that can basically turn you into a god, giving you control over all the elements, and not just the limited control of elemandy, but real control.  Aleutia was a Master Elemander, they say, and he was able to ride waves across entire oceans, to keep himself free from rainstorms, to stop flooding... with that kind of power, anyone could be king of the world!"



	"Oh, I get it.  You're a lunatic," David said.  "Gotcha."



	"I am not crazy!  The secret is there!"



	"Buddy, anyone who actually wants to rule the world is crazy by definition," David told him.  "Whether the secret is there or not."



	Once they'd reached the museum, David and Vivian informed the curator that they were leaving.  They also informed the local Rimohr office.  After that, they arranged for transportation home.



	"Almost seems too easy, at least in this last phase," David said.



	"You're not in the last phase," Vivian reminded him.  "The last phase is convincing the magistrate he did it."



	"I'm hoping that's not too hard, given that he had it in his possession at the time of arrest."



	"True, but I've seen cases go south on the weirdest things."



	David nodded, then lapsed into silence as the glide cart started its journey across the ocean.



 

	

	"Well, this turned out very nice," Flo said.  She was walking with David along the shore of the new artificial pond.  It covered over an acre of his property, and was now fully stocked with fish, some frogs, and already a few birds had taken up residence in the surrounding trees to take advantage of the available food supply.



	"Yeah.  I think it really adds something to the house, to have this back here.  We can come out, sit at the picnic table, watch the fish..."



	"Even go for a swim?" Flo asked.



	"Well, it's deep enough, but it's gonna be about as cold as the Monster Moat at school."



	"How about right now?" Flo asked him.



	"Our swimsuits are back in the house."



	"Who said anything about swimsuits?" Flo asked, removing her T-shirt.  David watched in surprise as Flo stripped down.  She then looked at him and said, "Come on!  No one can see us.  You can't even really see the house from here through the trees."  With that, she turned and waded into the water.  "Yipes!  It is cold!"  She quickly chanted a spell to take care of that problem, however, and then she lunged forward, swimming toward the middle of the pond.



	David, deciding she had a good idea for cooling off from the heat of the day, quickly took off his clothes and jumped in after her.  It wasn't long before he joined her in the middle of the pond.  It was too deep to stand there, but they both treaded water without problem.



	"This is nice," Flo said.  "Race you to the waterfall inlet!"



	Flo didn't wait for David to say anything, but took off swimming immediately.  David lunged after her, but didn't manage to catch up before she got there.  She was breathing hard, though, as she had been swimming all out.



	David came up behind Flo and slipped his hands around her waist.  "You win," he said quietly.



	"Mm," she mewed.  "What's my prize?"



	David slid his hands upward, cupping her breasts and softly massaging them with his fingers.  Flo closed her eyes and sighed.  As David's hands continued to fondle her, he leaned in and began to nibble on her ear.  Flo giggled at first, the sensation overwhelming her.  As he continued, however, she realized how good it felt, and pressed back into him, her hands reaching back to rest on his hips.  She could feel his erection pressing into her ass, and it felt good, too.



	After a couple minutes, one of David's hands left Flo's breast and strayed down across her stomach.  When it reached her vee, Flo spread her legs to give him access.  David's hand immediately slipped between her legs, his finger seeking out and then slipping deep into her opening.



	Flo moaned softly as David finger-fucked her, his other hand and tongue still doing their thing in their respective places.  As Flo's heat rose, David withdrew his finger from her pussy and slipped it up to gently slide against her clit.  Flo groaned loudly at that, and her body began to pulse as her climax approached.



	In another minute, her orgasm arrived, and she cried out in pleasure, her body shuddering.  David stopped moving his finger, but he left it pressing against her clit, so her shudders caused their own friction, prolonging her high.  It was a long moment before Flo began to descend from her peak.



	When she was able to think clearly, Flo turned to face David, and wrapped her arms around his neck.  The two kissed passionately, their tongues immediately engaging as their hands ran across each other's backs.  When Flo lifted herself up and wrapped her legs around David's waist, he decided to move them both under the waterfall.  He carried Flo, making sure not to slip, until the water was cascading all around and over them.  They continued to kiss, but Flo reached down between them and took hold of David's cock.  This she positioned, and then settled down onto it, filling her pussy with his rod.  Once she had him inside her, she pressed her body firmly against him.  She really didn't care how long it took him to start moving now; she just wanted him inside.



	For a long time, David only made small movements, keeping them both highly aroused, while they continued to tongue wrestle.  Finally, however, he started to move more forcefully, thrusting his cock up into her, causing her to moan in pleasure.



	The two broke their kiss, and then their grunts and cries filled the area.  Flo pushed herself as tightly against him as she could, embracing him as her pussy massaged his cock.  David moved faster, as he was nearing his peak.



	When it arrived, David thrust upward and froze, holding Flo against him so that she could not move.  She had no desire to move, anyway, as the feel of his jism filling her up felt wonderful.  For a good minute, David could do nothing but shudder and jolt as his climax finished and slowly faded.  Finally, he loosened his grip on Flo.



	Flo leaned back and smiled at him.  "That was nice," she said, and then kissed him.



	"If you give me a minute, we won't be done yet," David said.



	"You take all the minutes you want, as long as you stay inside of me while we're waiting," she replied.  David chuckled.



	It didn't take long, with Flo's body pressed against him and her pussy rippling along his shaft, for David to return to full erection.  She began to roll her hips against him, moving him in and out of herself.



	David enjoyed that for a long moment, then he asked, "Flo... have you ever had anal sex?"



	"Well, of course I have, silly," she replied.  "I'm a progressive kind of girl.  Why, did you want to?"



	"If you'd enjoy it," he said.



	"Hells, yeah," she said.  "Where do you want to go?"



	"We can do it right over there," he said, indicating the spot under the waterfall's overhang.



	Flo unwrapped her legs from David's waist and slowly, reluctantly, pulled herself off his cock.  She moved over to the spot he'd indicated, and put her hands on a slight ledge caused by the layering of rocks that made up the waterfall.



	"I can't reach bottom here," she told him.  "Not in this position."



	"That's okay.  I'll keep you in place," he told her.  He moved between her legs and rested his hand on her ass.  Slowly, he inserted his thumb into her asshole.



	Flo mewled, and wriggled her butt at him.  "That's not big enough to be your cock," she told him.



	"Just wanted to let you relax and loosen up a bit, first," he told her.



	"I'll be much more relaxed with your dick in me," she told him huskily.



	David took his thumb out, and then stepped forward, pressing the head of his cock to her asshole.  He'd already cast the lubrication charm, and so he slowly pressed himself into her.



	Flo was moaning already, and her hips were swiveling to try to get more of him inside of her.  David got the message and pushed in faster, finally impaling her with his entire dick.



	"Oh, that's nice," she told him.  "You don't need to go too slow," she said.  "I like anal a little rough."



	"Your wish is my command," David said.  He took hold of her hips and began to thrust.  He started off slow, but picked up speed quickly, as soon as he was sure he wasn't hurting her.  It didn't take long for him to be fucking her ass with all he had, holding her hips firmly and slamming into her from behind.  Flo was squeaking in pleasure and muttering encouragements to him as her heat rose.



	It didn't take too much of this treatment before Flo was screaming out her orgasm, her body twisting and bucking as she shoved her hips back at David, holding his dick deep inside of her.  He stopped moving and simply held on, letting her climax wash over her, and enjoying the feeling of her ass clamped down on his prick.



	It took a long time for Flo to settle from her high, during which time David kept his cock inside her, and merely ran his hands up and down her sides.



	"Do not," she said, still trying to catch her breath, "take that out of me yet."



	"Yes, ma'am," David said in a mock-subservient voice.  He pulled Flo up against himself, his dick staying lodged firmly in her ass as he did so.  He ran his hands over her stomach and across her tits as she managed to settle from her most pleasant ordeal.



	"I'd really like you to do that again, but I don't dare.  It's been too long since I've done anal, and I worry about hurting myself.  But shit, did that feel good."



	"I'm glad you enjoyed it," he said softly into her ear.



	"You can pull out now, if you really have to," she said.



	David held her close, cupping her tits again.  He didn't pull out of her yet.  The two stayed like that for another few minutes before David slowly removed himself from her ass.



	"Let's go lay on the shore for a while," he told her.  The two swam over to where they'd left their clothes, and climbed out onto the shore, lying on the soft grass that was growing in a sunny patch.  They cuddled together, David caressing Flo's body while she lay on her back, looking up at him.



	After a minute, David leaned down and kissed Flo.  This kiss was more tender than those of the last little while, and it lingered for a long moment while he continued to caress her body.



	Finally, David broke their kiss.



	"This may be a strange time to ask this question.  Have you been seeing other guys over the past year?  I haven't seen you with anyone."



	"Here and there.  Not often.  Too many of them expect too much."



	David nodded.  "I know you're not ready for a permanent relationship."



	"Nope," she confirmed.



	"If you ever get to that point, though, where you do want a permanent boyfriend...  I hope you'll consider me for the position."



	Flo smiled at him very tenderly, and then pulled his face down so she could kiss him again.



	"That's very sweet, David," she said when she let him go.  "It means a lot to me that you think that much of me.  And," she said, suddenly rolling and pushing him onto his back, straddling his waist, "I consider you for every position!"



	Saying that, she slid her pussy down onto his still-hard cock, and then ground her pubes against his.



	"Up for more, are you?" David asked with a grin.



	"You only came once.  I came twice.  Fair is fair."



	Flo began to ride David in earnest, moving up and down on him as fast as she could go.  David reached up and toyed with her nipples as she bounced.  He loved the feel of her on his cock, and he hoped he could hold out for a while.



	Reaching down with one hand, he pressed his thumb gently over her clit.  As she moved on him, her clit rubbed against it, and soon Flo was having yet another orgasm, her body shuddering in ecstasy.



	When her orgasm passed, David pulled her down against him.



	"I seem to be digging a bigger hole for myself here," Flo said.



	"I guess we'll never be able to stop having sex," David told her with a grin.  She smiled at him as he rolled them over so he was on top.



	"Before we get back to having fun," Flo said quietly, "I want you to know that I would certainly want you as a boyfriend, if I wanted a boyfriend.  Although I think Olissa would kill me if I tried to keep you all to myself," she finished with a smile.



	David smirked, and then he started to thrust into Flo with some force.  Flo's eyes went wide, and she smiled.



	"Yeah, big boy.  Fuck me hard!"



	David obliged her, thrusting into her as hard as he could.  Flo muttered a long string of encouragements as David continued to plunge his dick into her pussy.  The two grunted with each stroke, loving the feelings it was causing.



	David finally felt his orgasm approaching, and so he sped up his thrusts, easing off on the strength a bit.  Flo didn't mind, and her praises came faster and louder.  She wrapped her arms around him, her fingernails digging into his back as her hips rocked up to meet his every downward thrust.



	In another minute, David slammed into Flo's pussy and froze, grunting loudly as his cock spewed its load deep inside of her.  Flo had been holding off, but the feel of him pulsing inside of her was too much, and she screamed out yet another orgasm, squeezing his cock and holding him tightly.



	For long moments, the two didn't move, they merely shuddered against each other as their bodies retreated from their ultimate pleasure.  Finally, though, David was coherent enough to begin to move.  Flo had recovered more quickly, but was in no hurry to change their position.  Seeing that David was once again with her, she leaned up and kissed him.  He kissed her back for a long time before they separated.



	"Now I owe you two orgasms," she said with a cute little pout.  "I'm gonna be completely worn out!  But, mm, how much fun it's gonna be..."


 
 














	

	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 6


Chapter 3: August



	"All please rise.  Callamandian Royal Criminal Court is now in session.  Your Honorable Harold T. Stone, presiding."



	The magistrate settled into his seat behind his desk.  "Thank you, Shannon," he said to the leggy female court guard.  "You may all be seated."  As everyone sat down, the magistrate turned to the clerk.  "What have we got today, Robin?"



	The clerk opened a file and placed it in front of the magistrate.  She said, "The crown versus Elmore Thadeus Faust.  The charge is theft of royal property."



	"Yowch.  All right, then.  Miss Young, Mr. Fielding, how are you today?"



	"Just fine, Your Honor," Miss Young replied.



	"Peachy," Fielding said.



	"Has any plea agreement been reached?"



	"No, Your Honor," Miss Young said.



	"Okay, then, guess we've got to do it the long way.  Call your first witness, Miss Young."



	"Call David Stroud to the stand, please."



	As David rose from his seat to walk to the witness chair, the magistrate said, "Welcome back, Mr. Stroud.  You're becoming a regular fixture here.  Nice uniform."



	"Thank you, Your Honor," David replied as he took the stand  The other court guard came over to him.



	"Raise your right hand.  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?"



	"Yes."



	The guard nodded at him and returned to his post at the side of the room.  Miss Young approached David.



	"Mr. Stroud, just for the record, could you tell the court what your job is?"



	"I have two, actually.  I am a Rimohr intern, and I am also the chief of security for the Woodward Academy of Magical Arts."



	"And what was your involvement with the investigation before us today?"



	"Officially, I was Agent Garibaldi's principal assistant.  In actuality, in keeping with the training nature of my internship, I was essentially the lead investigator."  David had asked Joe how he should answer this question, because he knew it would come up.



	"I see.  So you did most of the actual investigative work?"



	"Yes, ma'am."



	"Very good.  Now, I want you to explain for the court exactly how this case progressed.  I may interrupt you from time to time for clarification."



	David nodded.  "On July 7th of this year, we were called to the Bolmont branch of the Royal Archive.  A valuable scroll, a portion of the Journal of Aleutia, had gone missing."



	"You mean it was stolen?" Miss Young asked.



	"That was our original assumption.  This later turned out not to be the case.  The scroll had not yet been taken out of the archive."



	"Please continue," she said.



	"Well, we interviewed everyone known to have been within the archive the previous day.  We looked into their backgrounds, tried to find someone who had a good reason for stealing the scroll.  Nothing immediately leapt out at us.



	"At one point, it was discovered that the display cabinet in which the scroll had been housed had been built in such a way as to allow the removal of the scroll."



	At this point, the magistrate interrupted.  "How was that done?"



	David turned to him.  "One of the archival assistants had built the cabinet so that its bottom flange would separate and rise up.  The protective field followed this contour, and thus created an unprotected window through which he simply stuck his hand and removed the scroll.  This was possible because he had intentionally misaligned the cabinet with the security talisman in the floor, leaving the flange ever so slightly outside the protective field."



	The magistrate nodded.  "Go on."



	"Anyway, once we understood that the protections had not been broken, but instead circumvented, we figured that the scroll hadn't yet been taken out of the archive, because doing so would set off an alarm, unless they could figure out a way around that alarm, as they had the first one."



	"I object, Your Honor," Mr. Faust said.  "This is all supposition on his part, and anyway, I've never even set foot in the royal archive of any nation!"



	"He has a point, Miss Young," the magistrate said.  "Is this going somewhere?"



	"Yes, Your Honor.  We just wanted you to understand how Mr. Faust obtained the opportunity to steal the scroll.  We are not accusing him of removing it from its case in the archive."



	"Very well.  Proceed, Officer Stroud, but make it brief, if you would."



	"Yes, Your Honor.  That's pretty much it, actually.  When we realized the scroll was probably still in the archive, we went looking for it.  Once we found it, we decided to lay a trap to see if we could catch the would-be thief.  We had the archive curator's permission to do so, of course.



	"Several items from the archive were embarking on a world tour.  Along with those items were pieces of display equipment, one of which contained the so-called missing scroll.  The scroll was hidden in a hollow post used to hold up one of the ropes that keeps people back from the displays."



	"So the scroll was not actually part of the exhibit," Miss Young clarified.



	"Not at all.  It was never in plain sight.  In fact, unless you took the top off the post and looked down in, you'd never see it at all."



	"Go on," she encouraged.



	"We accompanied the items on their tour.  In Gorumshead and Ramius, nothing happened.  In Everglin, however, the scroll was removed from the post, and then taken out of the exhibition hall.  We followed the person who took it, stopped him once he was about half a block away from the exhibition hall, detained him, searched him, and found the scroll in his possession.  At that point, he was arrested.  That man was Mr. Faust."



	"Very good.  Can you tell me how you were able to keep such a close eye on the scroll while not tipping off the suspected thief?"



	"I own a device called the Dalmajak Cynosure.  It allows me to know the direction to any specific nearby object.  I focused the cynosure on the scroll.  This allowed us to sit in an office and simply watch the cynosure.  When it showed movement, we just went where it pointed.  It pointed to Mr. Faust."



	"Thank you.  I have no further questions at this time, Your Honor."



	"Mr. Faust?  Any questions for the witness?"



	"Absolutely, Your Honor.  Mr. Stroud, you say that you're a Rimohr cadet-"



	"No, I did not say that," David interrupted.  "I said I was a Rimohr intern.  There is a significant difference between the two."



	"Indeed?  Perhaps you'd care to enlighten us," Faust said.



	"A cadet has no authority at all.  Though they do eventually go into the field for training, they cannot do anything more than assist their training officer.  An intern, on the other hand, has full Rimohr authority, as long as they are in the company of a full-fledged officer.  The only power an intern does not possess is the ability to effect an actual arrest.  That must be handled by someone with official authority, which neither an intern nor a cadet possess.  In short, the difference is that a cadet is in school, and an intern is on the job."



	Faust looked a bit flustered.  He'd not expected so authoritative an answer.  "So, how long have you been an intern, then?" he asked, trying to get back on track.



	"Since mid-June of this year."



	"Less than two months, then?"



	"Yes.  This was my first major case."



	"So, in your inexperience, you jumped to the conclusion that I was a thief..."



	"First off, Mr. Faust, I didn't jump to any conclusion.  The scroll was found in your possession.  I made no guess as to it being there, the cynosure said it was.  Second, while I have only been a Rimohr intern for two months, I have been doing investigative work of one type or another for over two years now.  I worked as head of the Discipline Response Team at Woodward Academy this last academic year, and I assisted the security department on the investigation of several thefts the year before that."



	Mr. Faust looked pale.  He hadn't done his homework.  He took a minute to try to compose himself.  "You said a minute ago that you are not allowed to arrest anyone.  Yet it was you who arrested me on the street that day."



	"No, sir, I did not.  I detained you.  At that time, you were not officially in custody.  Later, after we had found the scroll in your possession, Officer Columbo arrested you."



	At this point, Mr. Fielding called Mr. Faust back for a brief conference.  David sat and watched the magistrate fiddle with an energy ball while they waited.  Finally, Mr. Faust returned.



	"Mr. Stroud, you said you used a device to find me.  What was it called again?"



	"The Dalmajak Cynosure.  It's a bit like a compass."



	"And it can locate anything?"



	"Within reason."



	"And... how does it do that?"



	"High-level Divination magic," David replied simply.



	"Mr. Stroud, you are aware that divination is not allowed in criminal investigations, are you not?" Mr. Faust said smugly.  "Your arrest was therefore illegitimate, and this whole case must be thrown out!" he proclaimed with glee.



	David hated to burst his bubble... almost.  "Actually, Mr. Faust, Divination is only precluded from being used in an evidentiary fashion during a criminal investigation.  It may be used as a tool to choose a direction in which to look.  In this case, it merely prevented us from inconveniencing a whole bunch of innocent people by searching everyone who walked out of the exhibition hall.  Your legal aide apparently needs to do his research more thoroughly.  There is ample precedent for using certain kinds of divinatory magic within investigations.  The trace, for example.  A trace was placed on me in my fourth year at the academy to clear me from any suspicion during a set of thefts.  This was completely legal and proper.  The cynosure is little more than such a trace.  In fact, there was a trace placed on the scroll, which was another way we determined it to be the original scroll, and not a copy."



	"So why did you need to use the cynosure at all?" the magistrate asked.



	"Efficiency, Your Honor," David said.  "The cynosure is updated in real time.  The trace would have to be manually updated repeatedly."



	Faust's face fell as he realized that even this last gambit wasn't going to unnerve the witness.  David had talked all of this over with Joe, Vivian, Agent Wilson, and Miss Young long before the trial began.  He wasn't surprised by any of these questions.  He knew that Faust had to try something; they'd found the scroll in his cloak pocket, after all.



	"You claim that I stole the scroll from the archive... but, in fact, it was the archival assistant who stole the scroll, wasn't it, Mr. Stroud?  Come now, he's the one who took it out of the display case."



	"Which he had the authority to do, as an archival assistant.  His actions were odd, but not illegal.  Don't worry, he'll be tried in due course for conspiracy."  That case was actually scheduled for the next afternoon.



	Faust looked murderously at David, who simply sat quietly.  The trial, as far as David was concerned, was a formality.  He saw no way in which this guy could get off.  Finally, Faust said, "No more questions for this... witness, Your Honor."



	"You can step down, Officer.  Thank you for your service."



	"Thank you, sir."



 



	The case took another three hours, because Faust called every witness he could think of to try to break the king's case against him.  In the end, however, there was simply no way for him to counter the fact that the scroll had been found in his possession, having been followed from the scene of the crime.



	"Elmore Thadeus Faust, you are hereby found guilty of the crime of theft of royal property.  This crime is punishable by a minimum sentence of thirty years in Barnard Hill.  I am sentencing you to the same.  After your term of imprisonment is done, you will be sent to a retraining facility, where you will learn how to live in Earth.  Once your time there is complete, you will be exiled, never to return to Dugerra a free man.  Do you understand this sentence?"



	"Yes, Your Honor," Faust said shakily.  He looked as if he were about to throw up.



	"Very well.  Shannon, Russell, will you take the prisoner into custody?  This court is adjourned."



	David, Joe and Vivian walked out of the courthouse together.



	"So, is that, that?" David asked Vivian.



	She smiled at him.  "Yes.  That is that.  He could file an appeal, I suppose, but that would have to go before the king, and I very much doubt the king is going to be interested in rehearing the case."



	"So, no curve balls this time," David said.  "That's good."



	"It helps when the criminal is dumb," Joe said.



	"Weird, though, that the guy behind it was so stupid, when his chosen partner was so smart about the... well, not theft, but..."



	"Yeah," Joe agreed.  "Faust still claims he wanted the scroll to rule the world."



	David snorted.  "The man couldn't rule a Denny's."



	"What's a Denny's?" Joe asked, confused.



	Vivian giggled.



 



	David was making breakfast for the girls when Flo came bouncing into the kitchen.  He turned just as she wrapped her arms around his neck and gave him a great big kiss.  He happily returned her affection, though he was a bit surprised, as she wasn't usually this aggressive in the morning.



	When she finally broke away from him, she said, "Thank you for the bracelet, it's beautiful!"



	David looked to see her wrist was surrounded by what looked like a vine with a dozen small flowers on it.  He took her wrist and turned it over.  The bracelet seemed to hug her skin, staying in place no matter how much she moved.  It almost looked like it was part of her.  He let go of her wrist and looked at her with a perplexed frown.



	"Sorry to admit it, but I didn't do it."



	Flo's smile faded slightly.  "You didn't?  Well, then who did?"



	David shrugged.  "Maybe Olissa was practicing some kind of spell or something.  Or maybe you have an admirer out there.  Did you see anyone yesterday?"



	"I saw dozens of someones.  I went shopping!" she said with a smile, remembering the experience.



	"Well, then maybe one of them is trying to court you.  But it wasn't me, sorry."



	"Oh.  Oh, well, that's okay.  What's for breakfast?"



	"Bacon and eggs."



	"Ooh, yummy!"



	David smirked as she left the kitchen.  His mind lingered over the bracelet.  He wondered who had created it.  He wondered if they were seriously pursuing Flo.  The thought disturbed him.  Even though she hardly belonged to him, and didn't want a relationship with him or anyone else, the idea of her taking on another companion...



	David shook off the thought.  It wasn't productive, and it might cause him to burn breakfast.  Instead, he focused on what he was doing.  That, at least, he could control.



 



	"Morning, David."



	"Morning, Nancy.  How are you today?"



	"Can't complain.  Got a little package here for you," she said.



	David recognized it as she set it on his desk.  "Little package" was a joke on Nancy's part.  While it was quite small at the moment, after she tapped it and uttered a spell, it grew to be a foot and a half wide by two feet tall.  David sighed.



	"Time for a new batch, huh?" he asked.



	"You know it.  Enjoy!" she said, her voice dripping with sarcasm as she walked away.



	David looked at the stack.  It was always left to the most junior officer to look through the nearby Earth newspapers for any suspicious activity that might be going on that would require Rimohr attention.  As David wasn't even a full-fledged officer yet, this duty fell squarely to him.  He had already done this twice before; it would take him a couple days to sort through all of them, during which time he wasn't getting any "real" work done.  But, of course, this was real work, it just wasn't interesting work.



	Sighing again, David took the first paper off the top, then levitated the remaining papers onto the floor next to his desk.  He opened up the paper, and started reading.  It was going to be a long day.



 



	"What's this?" Vivian asked, stopping by David's desk near the end of the day.



	"Something I want to keep an eye on," he replied.



	"Oh?  What is it?" she asked, sitting down across from him.



	"A serial killer."



	"Oh.  Well... that's nasty, but what's it got to do with us?"



	'Maybe nothing.  But the police aren't finding the bodies, anywhere."



	"So how do they know they've been murdered?"



	"They don't.  They are referring to them as 'a string of disappearances'."



	"So how do you know they've been murdered?"



	"Because four girls who all look about the same don't go missing from one medium-sized city within a six month period all on their own.  And guys don't kidnap college-aged girls to do anything pleasant to them.  They are either being murdered or sold into slavery.  I would expect the FBI to have information about a white slavery operation in the area, and since the paper mentions no such thing, I'm going with the murdered option."



	Vivian frowned, but nodded.  "I can't dispute that logic.  Still, it's not our problem, is it?"



	"No, not yet.  But it might be."



	"How so?"



	"What's the best way to beat a murder charge?" David asked.



	"Never to be charged with it," Vivian said with a smile.



	David smiled back.  "Right.  And what's the best way to avoid being charged with murder?"



	"Don't let the police know there's been a murder."



	"And the easiest way to pull that off?"



	"Don't let them find... ah, I think I see where you're going.  You're thinking perhaps it's a wizard, and he's hiding the bodies in Dugerra."



	"Yes.  I have nothing here that indicates that, but, then, I wouldn't.  It's just a hunch.  Maybe I'm wrong, but maybe he is a wizard.  Either way, I want to keep my eye on this story."



	Vivian nodded again.  "Good idea.  It's good that you're taking this duty seriously.  I know it's dull as hell.  I hated doing it myself.  Lots of officers just kind of stare at the pages, pretending to read them."



	"That's kind of dumb.  If you're stuck spending the two days at your desk, might as well actually do something constructive."



	"Not everyone sees the world that way," she replied.  "Keep at it."



	David nodded, and went back to the papers.



 



	"Wow, Flo.  Your admirer must be really serious," Olissa said the next morning at breakfast.



	Flo blushed.  Her vine bracelet had grown, now containing two dozen small flowers, and was almost twice as wide as it had been.  The vines that composed it were somewhat thicker, as well.



	"I wish I knew who it was," Flo admitted.



	As she turned her head back to her plate, David saw something coming out of her ear.  He got up to move closer.



	"What are you-" Flo started to say, but David took her chin in his hand and gently, but firmly, turned her head away from him.  What he saw caused him to worry.



	"How well can you hear out of this ear, Flo?" he asked quietly.



	"It's a little stuffed up," she replied.  "Your voice is muffled.  I'm sure it's just a cold."



	"No, it's not," he replied, finally letting go of her chin.  "I don't mean to alarm you, but you have a vine growing out of your ear."



	"I what?" she cried.  She grabbed for her mirror, and then twisted her head to try to look at her ear.  After a second, she tapped her mirror with her finger and snapped, "Magnify!"  The image in the mirror was now larger, and she could see that there was, in fact, a green tendril growing out of her ear, a small yellow flower, just like the ones on her "bracelet", blooming just outside her ear canal.



	"What's going on?" she asked, a bit of panic in her voice.  "What's happening to me?"



	"I don't know," David said.  "We need to call the healer and find out if they know anything.  I'll call Joe and let him know I can't come in today.  We'll try to figure this out."  He put his hand on Flo's shoulder, to try to comfort her.  She had gratitude in her eyes, but her mouth held a distinct frown.



 



	"I'm sorry, David.  I don't know off-hand, and, of course, I don't have my reference books to check through.  Have you tried calling one of the healers there in Bolmont?" Healer Hall asked.



	"Not yet.  I figured I'd start with the best and work my way down," he said.



	"Flatterer," Annie said with a grin.  "I'm sorry I can't be more use.  Do keep me informed, would you?  If this is a new illness, I need to know about it."



	"I will.  Thanks anyway.  Sorry to have interrupted your vacation time."



	"Oh, that's all right.  I'm just watching Coach Hall try to ride a Sky Rider.  It's very amusing."



	David chuckled.  "Well, okay.  Tell him I said hi.  I'll let you get back to your amusement."



	"Thank you.  Good luck."



	"Thanks."



	David fogged off with Healer Hall, and frowned.  He had hoped she would at least be able to tell him what was wrong, but as it happened, she and Coach Hall were on vacation somewhere in southern Callamandia, and so she had no resources.  His next option was to call Healer Cutner, the lady who had delivered Zyla's baby.  He was sure there were other healers in Bolmont, but she was the only one he knew.  He dialed on his mirror.



	"Healer Denise Cutner," he said.



	It took only a moment for her to respond.  David worried, as she looked rather harried.  "Yes, can I help you?" she asked.



	"Healer Cutner, I don't know if you remember me.  My name is David Stroud.  I was there when you delivered Zyla Garibaldi's baby girl."



	After a moment, the light of recognition appeared on her face.  "Oh, yes, David.  I do remember you.  What can I do for you?"



	"Well, I have a friend here with a very unusual ailment.  She seems to be growing roots."



	"Excuse me?" Healer Cutner asked, raising her eyebrows.



	"Well, not roots, really.  She has what appear to be vine tendrils growing out of one arm, and one out of her left ear.  The vines have flowers on them.  I can show you, if you like."



	Healer Cutner scrunched up her face.  "There'd be little point," she said.  "I've never heard of such a thing in my life."



	"Is there any chance it might be in one of your healing books?" he asked.



	"Anything is possible.  Unfortunately, I don't have time to look.  There have been a rash of strange illnesses lately.  I and all the other healers in the area are all swamped."



	"Are any of them like this?" David asked hopefully.



	"Not that I've seen.  They all seem to be different.  It's very odd.  It's keeping us up nights.  Frankly, I'm thankful for your call.  It's the longest I've been able to sit down all day."



	David frowned.  If they were that busy, they didn't have time for yet another patient with weird symptoms.  Flo needed more focused help.  "Where would be the nearest available healer, then?"



	"I honestly don't know.  We've pulled in everyone we could get to come here."



	David's frown deepened.  He had to do something.  "Then, is there some kind of library I could go to that would have books about magical ailments?"



	"You're welcome to come down and look through ours.  The office I work in has three other healers, and we share a central reference library.  If you want to try to look up her condition, no one would mind.  Once we know what it is, we've got a better chance of helping her."



	David nodded.  "Okay.  Where is your office?"



	Healer Cutner told him, and he said he'd be down shortly.  With that, he fogged off with her.  Then he turned to Flo.



	"No help?" she said, worried.



	"Apparently you're not the only weird illness going on.  I'm going to go down and look through their library, and see if I can't find something.  Obviously, I need to work quickly."



	"What do you mean?" Flo asked.



	"I mean that the vine in your ear has already gotten longer since breakfast, and that was only a half hour ago."



	Flo frowned.  David went over and gave her a hug.  She clung to him for a moment, drawing support from his embrace, then let him go.



	"Please find something," she entreated him.



	"I'll do my best.  Give me a holler on the mirror if you need anything."



	Flo nodded.  David kissed her, then he went and filled Olissa in on what was happening.  He kissed her good-bye, and then went to start his research.



 



	It had taken David three days to find anything related to Flo's malady.  Joe had given him official leave to deal with the problem, since the Rimohrs were officially looking into the odd rash of illnesses.  Joe was calling David's absence part of the investigation.



	David had made it through nearly half the reference library before he'd come across a description of an illness that sounded like what Flo had.  Taking the book home with him, he matched it up, symptom for symptom.



	"So, what's wrong with me?" Flo asked.  It was getting hard for her to talk, and he had to speak into her right ear.  The left side of her face was stiffened by a thickening of the skin.  It was also developing nooks and crannies, and was resembling bark, though it was still skin-colored.  The vine growing out of her ear was so thick now that it was completely blocking her hearing.



	The vines on her wrist had thickened and moved downward.  Her hand was now engulfed, and her fingers were sprouting leaves.  Her feet were putting out shoots that looked suspiciously like roots, and David had cast a levitation charm on her to keep her from touching the ground, just in case her body tried to integrate itself into the floor.



	"It would appear that you've been invaded by a dentrophilis worm."



	"I've got worms?  Ewwwww!" Flo said.



	Even sick, that had come out cute.  David tried not to grin at her.



	"Not worms.  Just one.  It's a very tiny creature.  It's a parasite.  People usually get it by eating nuts, or sometimes berries, that have one within it.  They are very, very tiny.  Have you gone out in the woods lately?"



	"Just out back," she said.  "But I haven't eaten anything from out there.  You have plenty to eat in the house."



	David nodded.  "And everything that is sold as food is magically checked for contaminants, so it couldn't come from those.  I'm not sure how you got it, then."



	"I don't care how I got it.  How do I get rid of it?" she asked.



	David frowned.  "I don't know."



	"What?" she cried.



	"The book describes the illness, and its effects, but it doesn't list a treatment.  I don't know if there currently is one."



	"Well, what's this thing going to do to me?"



	"Flo... you're..." David hesitated.  It was awful news to tell someone.  He knew he'd never make a good healer.  "You're turning into a tree."



	"What?" she cried out, almost panicked.  David took her right hand - the one that was not encased in vines - and squeezed.  "The dentrophilis worm can only reproduce inside a host.  The host has to have a mix of animal and plant features in order to be a suitable support system for the... uh... baby worms.  As such, the dentrophilis worm has cursed you, and you're turning into a tree.  If we don't administer a cure quickly, you will have worms.  Billions of them."



	At that, Flo started to cry.  David wrapped his arms around her and held on until she let him go, still sniffling.



	"Well, get to work," she said, trying to smile.  "I don't want my only friends to be tree-huggers and squirrels."



	Pickles and Peanut both chittered at her for that.  David chuckled, smiled at Flo, and said, "Let me get started.  I'll let you know what I find out."



 



	When Joe visited the house three days later, he found David studying furiously in his workroom.  Books were strewn on every surface, and three of them were even on the floor.



	"I think you need a bigger workroom," Joe said lightly.



	David looked up at him, not having heard him come in.  There was a tired look in David's eyes.  "Hey, Joe," he said.



	"You look like hell," Joe said.  "Have you been sleeping?"



	"Some."



	"Well, you need to take a break.  I need you back at the office."



	"Ain't gonna happen," David said flatly.



	"Excuse me?"



	"I'm trying to find a cure for Flo.  None of the local healers have time to look into it."



	"Well, you can work on it in your off-hours," Joe said.



	David glared at him.  "She's got maybe three days," David said heatedly.  "Four at the best, and you want me to 'work on it in my off-hours?'  If I don't figure this out, she is dead!" he hissed.  There was no chance of her hearing him, as she was sleeping in her room upstairs, but he didn't like saying the thought out loud.  "So, reprimand me, suspend me... fire me, if you want, but no, I'm not coming into the office until this is resolved!"



	Joe pressed his lips together, and didn't say anything for a long moment.  "Okay.  I'll explain it to Wilson.  What's wrong with Flo, anyway?"



	"She has a dentrophilis worm."



	"How the hell did she get one of those?  They're not even native to this area."



	"Believe me, I know.  We don't know how she got it.  She only ate purchased food, which I'm told has exactly zero chance of containing the worm, so I've got no clue how she came across it."



	"Just like a lot of the other illnesses," Joe said with a frown.  Setting that aside for a moment, he asked, "Is there a cure?"



	"Yes and no," David replied.



	"What's that mean?"



	"I've concocted a potion which can reverse the effects of the worm's curse, and return her to her human form.  However, the potion will not work while the curse is still active.  I have found the countercurse to deactivate the worm's curse.  However, I can't use that while the worm is still inside her, as it will simply recast the curse.  What I'm still trying to find is a way to pull the worm out of her body, or kill it within her."



	"A retrieval spell won't work?"



	"No.  It has blocks in place.  This is an evil little bug.  I don't know how or why such things came about, but this little fucker has enough magic to get its fucking wizard license."



	Joe tried not to chuckle.  The situation was serious, but the image of a little worm walking around with its license card was amusing to him.  He coughed, and then returned to the situation at hand.  "Have you asked the healers if they know a way to remove the worm?"



	"I have, and they don't.  Even Healer Hall didn't know how this thing could be removed.  No one has ever survived this damned thing."



	"Can you slow down the progression of the curse?"



	"I already have, as much as I can.  I'm keeping Flo very cold.  The curse is plant-based, and plants don't like the cold very much."



	"Hey, what about Gelert Potion?  You know, that stuff your friend got poisoned with a few years ago?  Wasn't that supposed to give you time to find a cure for things like this?"



	David shook his head.  "It won't work. Gelert Potion will stop the internal workings of the body.  If what was changing her was using her own systems to make the change, it would work.  But it's not.  The curse is entirely external.  Even if she dies, she will still turn into a tree.  In fact, she will die before the transformation is complete.  In order to completely become a tree, she has to lose her heart and lungs, and... well, that's pretty much that."



	Joe frowned.  "Four days?"



	"Four days."



	"Okay.  I'll explain things to the boss.  I think he'll understand."



	"Thanks, Joe."



	"You need anything?" Joe asked.



	"A miracle," David replied.



	"Sorry, that's your department," Joe said.  David looked at him funny.  "You're a walking-around dead guy.  If that's not miraculous, what is?"



	David smirked at him.  "Go away," he said good-naturedly.  "I have work to do."



	"Good luck, David."



	"Thanks."



 



	It took another two days, three calls to Prof. Phillips, and two calls to Prof. Thropp, before David finally had enough information to try to help Flo.  The worst part for David was that all he could guarantee was an attempt.  He had no idea if this was actually going to work, or if he was going to fail utterly.  It was unlikely he was going to get a second try at this.



	David rode the lift up to the second floor and made his way into Flo's room.  She was lying above her bed.  They couldn't allow her to touch anything, as the tendrils from her body were already seeking out surfaces to integrate with and draw nutrients from.  They had started with her body just a few inches off the bed.  Now she was a foot and a half above her mattress.



	Flo still had a face, but she could no longer speak.  Her mouth had been frozen by the thickening skin of her head.  She was still breathing, still had a strong heartbeat.  If only he could get rid of the goddamned worm.



	"Do you have it?" Olissa asked.  Olissa had been tending to Flo while David had been working to find a cure.



	"I honestly don't know," David said.  He turned to Flo.  Her right ear was still uncovered, so she could hear him, but he had to speak up, as the tendrils were encroaching.



	"Flo," he said, raising his voice, "I'm going to try to pull the worm from your body.  I'll warn you now, this will hurt.  I wish there was something I could do about that, but I'm afraid to work any other spells, for fear they'll mess with the extraction.  Blink twice if you understand."



	Slowly, Flo blinked twice.  David could see the fear in her eyes.



	"Okay.  Blink twice again when you're ready for me to proceed."



	It took a long moment, but finally, Flo blinked twice.  David nodded, and then looked over at Olissa.  She nodded in encouragement.  David turned his head the other way, to see Pickles and Peanut sitting together on a chair, watching.  They stared back at him.



	Taking a deep breath, David pulled out his wand and a vial with a clear liquid in it.



	"What's that?" Olissa asked.



	"Rubbing alcohol.  It's to kill the worm."



	"Wait.  It can do all this, but it can't handle rubbing alcohol?"



	"Everything has its weakness," David said quietly.  "Could you call Healer Cutner for me, and have her come over, just in case?"



	Olissa nodded.



	David turned to Flo, raised his wand, and began.



	"Tapmahk dyemek siksaris kurd," David intoned quietly.  His wand moved in a diamond shape, one point for each word of the spell.  He didn't say the spell just once, but kept repeating it.  A green light engulfed Flo as David kept up his repetition.  He didn't speed up or change the tone of his voice, he merely kept a steady rhythm.



	The green light began to tighten.  It no longer engulfed all of Flo.  It was contracting around a point, which seemed to be somewhere in her lower abdomen.  Once the light had contracted to a tight ball, it began to pierce Flo's body.  She jerked in obvious pain.  Olissa took her hand and squeezed.  David had to ignore the discomfort he was causing her.  The ball of light would burrow into Flo's body, right to the worm, but that was going to hurt like hell, he was sure.



	Continuing his chant, David kept his concentration.  This was taking much longer than he'd expected, but he could sense the spell was making progress, so he kept up what he was doing.  He didn't notice when the door chime rang, nor did he see Olissa leave and bring back Healer Cutner, who knew better than to interrupt what he was doing.



	Flo was writhing in pain at this point, as the ball of green light dug further and further into her.  Finally, it pierced her liver, where the worm had taken up residence.  The worm wasn't about to go quietly.  It tried to enact a protective field around itself, but it wasn't prepared when David merely excised a small portion of Flo's liver, and extracted the worm with its field fully intact.



	David's spell, having captured the worm, now moved quickly out of Flo's body.  David stopped moving his wand in the diamond pattern as the ball of light came to the tip of his wand.  He directed it down into the vial of alcohol.



	"Peractus," David said.  The ball of light extinguished.  The worm, almost too small to see, dropped into the alcohol.  David put a stopper on the vial and then shook it vigorously, to make sure the worm was fully coated with the liquid.  They could see it struggling, trying to free itself from the poison, but that was a losing battle.  There was simply nowhere for it to go.  In less than a minute, it stopped moving.



	"Apokolyptivivos," David said, pointing his wand at the vial.  The vial was surrounded by a dim black cloud.  Nothing was living inside the vial.



	"Step one, complete," David said, setting the vial on a nearby table.  Seeing Healer Cutner there, he brightened slightly.  "Oh, good.  Can you make sure she's going to survive what I just had to do?  I've damaged some internal organ or other in order to get that damned worm out of her."  The blood was oozing from her wound already.



	Healer Cutner moved closer to her, and began chanting some healing spells.  Between spells, she asked, "Are you sure this won't interfere with that spell you were casting?"



	"That spell is over," David said.  "That was just to get the worm out of her body."



	"But she's still a tree," Olissa said.  "Well, half a tree..."



	"Because the curse is still there.  If we left her this way, she would still turn into a tree, even without the worm.  But I couldn't try to break the curse while the worm was there, or it would just cast the curse again."



	In a minute, Healer Cutner had finished her work.  "She'll be okay, as far as the wound goes.  Do you know how to break the curse?"



	"I think so," David said, a little less confidently than he'd like.



	"You're not sure?" she asked.



	"I've never done it before.  It's a counter-enchantment.  Enchantments are not my best thing."



	"Mine, either," she said.  "But as long as you say the words clearly, it should be okay."



	"Uh-huh.  Here are the words," David said, showing her the parchment he'd written them on.



	"Ouch," Healer Cutner said.  The words were not in English, nor any language she recognized.  "What is that?"



	"Demon fairy language," David said.  "That little worm is basically a demon.  Just a very weak one."



	"You call this weak?" Olissa asked.



	"It can't even move itself from place to place," David said.  "It has to rely on others to carry it.  This curse is nasty, yes... but bigger demons are much, much stronger than this.  Consider all a fae can do.  Demons have that same level of power."



	"Oh."



	"You mind if I stay and watch?" Healer Cutner asked.  "This is a new bit of healing to me."



	"I'd prefer if you did," David replied.  "Just in case I screw it up."



	David turned to Flo.  He put his wand away, and placed one hand on her abdomen.  Then he began the spell, speaking very slowly and clearly, reading directly from the page.



	"Sifarey eshty beredu tezhbehet.  Ingakafashni uzi nendu hetten dalet.  Hikmalakimet ingaki, prajo munday kandido yed hehop."



	As David finished the spell, a red light spread from his hand, moving across Flo's body.  It was a very weak light, however.  David, seeing this, cast the spell again, speaking slightly more quickly now, and with more confidence.  When he finished this time, a bigger wave of light joined the first.  It was still not strong enough to fully engulf Flo's body, however, and so he cast it again, and then a fourth time, until finally a uniform, bright glow of red surrounded her entirely.  The tendrils, which had been almost visibly growing across her body, stopped and withered, but did not die.  Seeing that the spell had apparently worked, David lifted his hand.  With that, the red light faded.



	"She's still a tree," Healer Cutner said.  "Or, well, you know," she said, motioning to Olissa, who grinned.



	"Right," David said.  "The countercurse stops the curse, which was causing the plant part to grow, but the countercurse can't kill the plant that's already grown."



	"Geez, how complex is this illness?" Healer Cutner asked.



	"Why do you think no one's ever survived it before?" David asked in response.  "From what I read, everyone tried to go at it from the wrong end."



	"What do you mean?" she asked.



	"They tried to get rid of the tree parts before getting rid of the worm.  But you can't get rid of the tree parts without getting rid of the worm, because the worm is causing them to grow."



	"Why didn't they figure that out?" Olissa asked.



	"Well, in fairness, there are only four or five known cases of this ever happening.  I'm sure it's happened more times, to people who never made it out of the woods and just 'disappeared', but only four or five times that the healers have ever had a chance to deal with it.  And in those four or five times, they didn't have nearly as much time to work with it as I did.  We caught it on its second day.  In all of the recorded cases, the healers saw it... well, on a day like today.  They simply didn't have the time to figure things out."



	"So, how do we fix this?" Healer Cutner asked.  "I mean, she's still... excuse me, Miss... deformed."



	David walked over to a table and picked up a flask.  He took out a pipette and withdrew as much of the liquid as possible.  He brought it up to Flo's mouth, slipped the pipette between her frozen lips, and dropped the liquid in.  Flo gurgled in disgust, but he heard her swallow it.



	"Apparently, it doesn't taste very good," David said to the others, who grinned.



	David administered the potion three more times before he started to see the vines on Flo's body start to die off and disintegrate.  Her skin lost the look of bark, and was clearly becoming more supple.  He administered three more doses before he was fairly certain she'd had enough.  They watched, though, to make sure that all signs of her former vegetable self were gone.  She was naked, as all of her clothes had been destroyed by the vines.  Flo wasn't embarrassed, and everyone else was used to it.



	Flo sat up slowly, with David's help, and then she wrapped her arms around him and tried to squash him in a bear hug.  She whispered her thanks to him over and over again in his ear.



	Finally, when Flo allowed him to step back, he raised his hand and slowly withdrew the levitation enchantment.  Flo eased back down onto her mattress.  "Am I fully cured now?" she asked, a bit of worry in her voice.



	"I think so.  I want Healer Cutner to look you over real good, to be sure, though."



	"You don't trust yourself?" Healer Cutner asked.



	"Not where my friends' lives are concerned, no."



	Healer Cutner smiled, and then she began a thorough magical examination of Flo.  It took a half hour.



	"You are now a perfectly healthy young woman," she pronounced when she was finished.  "No trace of the worm, the curse, or any ill effects."



	"Well..." Flo said.



	"What?" David asked worriedly.



	"I do have this strange desire to squish my bare feet in some dirt..."  She grinned at him, and he realized she was teasing him.  The others chuckled.



	"Well, I still have a ward full of sick people to tend to, so I'd better get back," Healer Cutner said.



	"Is it getting any better?" David asked.



	"We're not getting any new cases.  We're just having to care for the ones that have already appeared.  It's weird.  They just popped up, and then they stopped."



	"Did anyone die?"



	"Unfortunately.  We've lost five."



	"Dammit," David said.



	"Why do you take it so personally?" she asked.



	"Too involved.  It could have easily been six," he said, glancing at Flo.



	"But it wasn't, thanks to you.  If you don't mind, I want to register your cure with my guild.  Giving you full credit, of course."



	"I can't release the reversal potion.  I need it for my advancement petition with my own guild."



	"Oh, I understand.  I wouldn't have put it in the registration, anyway.  Do you have a name for it?"



	"Dendrapharesi Potion."



	"Excuse me?" she asked.



	David chuckled, and wrote it down for her.



	"O...kay," she said.  "The spells, are they also private?"



	"I don't know.  They don't, strictly speaking, belong to me.  You'll have to contact Prof. Phillips and Prof. Thropp, up at the Woodward Academy.  Prof. Phillips helped me write the worm-removal charm, and Prof. Thropp and he both worked out the countercurse.  I only gave some minor input to that one."



	"Okay, I'll contact them, then.  How did you figure all of this out, anyway?"



	"Once I knew the cause, and had read how they had tried to fight it in the past, I realized they were working it backward."



	"But you developed the potion first," Olissa objected.  "Weren't you working backward, too?"



	"Not really.  I did what I knew I could figure out on my own.  Besides, I knew I had to have that ready whenever I was able to do the other part.  If I couldn't create the potion, then there was little point in proceeding further.  I also had Professors Phillips and Thropp working on the other stuff while I was building the potion."



	"But you put all the pieces together," Healer Cutner said.



	"Yeah, well... everyone else was busy," David said with a shrug.



	"You saved a life today," Healer Cutner said.  "And you'll save a few more in the future with this cure."



	"Always a good thing," David said.



	Healer Cutner shook his hand, then took her leave.  David turned back to Flo, but she was clearly drowsy.



	"Why don't we let tree girl get some rest," David said to Olissa.  "I really sense that she'd like us to leaf... er, I mean leave."



	Olissa groaned at his bad pun, and Flo had just enough strength to throw a tissue box at him.  She missed, but her point got across.



	"Okay, okay," David said.  "No reason to... bark... at me..."



	Flo was searching for something else to throw at him when he came over to her.



	Leaning down, he said, "I'm very glad you're okay."



	She pulled him the rest of the way, and they kissed softly.  After that, she lay back and closed her eyes.  David then joined Olissa and they left her to sleep.



 



	"Well, if it isn't the prodigal intern," Agent Wilson said when David arrived at the office the next morning.  More seriously, he asked, "How's your friend doing?"



	"Recovering, thanks.  Did we ever figure out what that rash of illnesses was about?"



	Agent Wilson shrugged.  "A statistical anomaly, as far as we can figure.  The diseases weren't the same, we could find no connection between the people, and no prominent dark wizard was known to be in the area."



	"Prominent dark wizard?  Some of these bastards are famous?"



	"The word is infamous, and yes."



	"And there are non-prominent dark wizards around?"



	"There are always dark wizards around," Agent Wilson told him.



	"Why aren't we arresting them, then?"



	"First, you have to prove they did something wrong.  That tends to be more difficult than you might think."



	"Hmph."



	"Not with your current case, however.  If you can figure this one out, I'm pretty sure you'll be able to prove who did it."



	"What have we got?" David asked, his voice businesslike.  He looked up to see Garibaldi just coming in the room.



	Wilson handed over the folder.  "A spate of coach robberies.   Four in the last three months."



	"And we're just now hearing about it?" Garibaldi asked.



	"They were trying to handle it in-house.  If word gets out that the coaches aren't safe to use, it'll harm their business."



	"Right," Garibaldi said sarcastically.  "'Cause having people robbed is so much better for public relations."



	"They can keep that quiet with a little bit of money," Wilson pointed out.



	While Garibaldi and Wilson were doing their back and forth, David was reading the file.  He went over to the writing board assigned to him, and began putting up the pertinent facts.  The file was thin on useful information, and it didn't take him long to distill it down to the essentials.  When he was done, he stood back to look at it.  He realized that the other two had stopped talking and were watching him.



	"What?" he asked.



	"Nothing, just watching you do your thing," Wilson said.  "I'll leave you two to it."



	Wilson walked away as Garibaldi looked over the file and compared it to David's notes on the board.  He saw that David hadn't missed anything relevant.



	"So, what's your first step?" Joe asked him.



	David continued to stare at the board.  "Go to the coach company.  We need a list of who was on each coach, what they were carrying, what was stolen... and a timetable for all of the company's runs."



	"For?"



	"To find a pattern.  They're not hitting every coach.  Hell, they're not even hitting a coach a week.  That means they're picking and choosing.  How are they picking and choosing?  We need to figure that out, so we can catch them."



	"Good.  Let's go."



 



	"So, you finding anything?" Joe asked.  Joe was doing some paperwork while David looked over the case information they'd gathered.



	"I'm getting an inkling of an idea, but it's not there yet.  I can say there's no obvious pattern in which day, time of day, or number of people on the coach.  Also, they have attacked at a different spot on the route each time.  They are, however, only hitting one route."



	"Why doesn't the company just put a guard on the coach?"



	"They tried that.  Somehow the robbers knew, and the guard ended up in the local infirmary.  Sounds to me like there's a mole in the company."



	"There'd almost have to be, if they are, as you think, picking which coaches to hit.  How else would they know what was on the coach?"



	"Right," David agreed.  "And I am, I think, narrowing in on what it is that's triggering their attacks.  I still have to compare my thoughts to the other coaches, though."



	"Other coaches?"



	"The ones that weren't attacked.  It's not really a pattern unless it doesn't exist in the coaches that weren't involved."



	"Of course," Joe said.  "You know, David... if you ever repeat this, I'll deny it... but you're already better at this than I was when I joined.  You don't need this internship.  You could apply for and become a full Rimohr on any day.  Hell, at this point, I don't think they'd even bother sending you to the Academy."



	"Thanks.  It's not the investigative part that worries me, though I still think I have a lot to learn in that regard."



	"You learn that mostly through practice.  What is it that concerns you?"



	"I'm worried about how I'm going to react when we lose one."



	"That is always hard to take."



	"I know.  But I don't yet know how hard.  And I need to find that out before I commit to doing this job full-time."



	"You want to lose a case?" Joe asked incredulously.



	"No.  I'd absolutely love to have a career with only successes in it.  But do you really see that happening?"



	"No.  Sometimes the information you need just isn't there.  Not every criminal makes mistakes that we can profit from.  Even if you do everything right, and gather all the information it's possible to get... what you need just isn't available."



	"Right.  I need to know what that's going to feel like."



	"I get you.  You have other careers in mind, just in case?"



	"Prof. Blackstone is trying to wrangle me into becoming a teacher..." he replied.



	Joe grinned.  "Well, there's an option."



	David grunted.  "Let me get back to this."



 



	"What in the world is all this?" Flo asked.  She was still in her bathrobe, as she had been resting all day.



	"Case work," David said.  He had brought home all of the information he'd gathered on the current case, to see if he could think better in his private space.



	"No, not that," Flo said.  "I recognize those folders.  I meant what's all this?" she said, pointing to books and scrolls and loose pieces of parchment that were stacked on his other work table.



	"Huh?" he said, looking up and seeing what she was pointing to.  "Oh, that.  That's the stuff I gathered to try to find your cure.  I really need to get some of that back to Healer Cutner, come to think of it."



	"Just how hard did you work on this?" she asked, fingering one of the scrolls.



	"Only as hard as I had to," David replied.



	"Which was..." Flo prompted.



	"Twenty-two hours a day the entire time you were sick," he finally said.



	Flo came over to him and slid down into his lap, forcing him to push away from his desk.  She wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him with meaning, but not much fervor.  She was still weak from her ordeal.



	"I still don't want you as a boyfriend," she said with a grin, showing she was teasing him.



	David smiled.  "I know.  But I have few enough friends as it is.  I wasn't about to lose one if I could help it."



	"Oh, I'd have hung around here, anyway.  You know, as a ghost."



	David smiled.  "You're not supposed to do that, you know."



	Flo shrugged.  "Who's gonna stop me, you?"  Flo giggled.



	"Well I could, but no," he replied.



	"Can you take a break from all of this?" she asked, motioning to what was behind her on his desk.



	"Sure.  Why?"



	"I want to take a bath," she said, "and I need you to wash my front."



	"Um... can't you wash your own front?" he asked with a grin.



	"Yes, but it doesn't feel nearly as good as when you do it."



	David kissed her, and then the two left the office to have some personal time upstairs.  They kept it gentle, due to Flo's condition, but that didn't mean they didn't enjoy themselves thoroughly.



 



	"What kind of attack do you expect?" Joe whispered to David.  They were currently riding in a coach that had departed Bolmont.  It was heading west, on the same route that had been attacked four times already.



	"What do you mean, what kind?" David asked.  "It's an ambush."



	"How aggressive, though?"



	"Expect violence.  A fair bit of it."



	"Why?  They've only injured one person so far..."



	"And all that person did was to tell them to leave.  Their aggression has been increasing on each attack.  In the last attack, sure only one was injured, but every one of them was manhandled.  It's only a matter of time before these guys do something truly nasty."



	Garibaldi nodded.  "How many of them are there?"



	David shook his head.  "We don't really know.  We've had conflicting counts, even between people at the same crime.  I think it's safe to say at least three, because no one said less than that.  It could be as high as eight, however."



	"Eight?" Garibaldi repeated in dismay.



	"Yeah.  Which brings me to my question."



	"What question?"



	"What rules are we operating under?"



	"What do you mean?"



	"How violent can we get?"



	"In order to protect the people in this coach, we are authorized to use deadly force, if necessary.  But try not to.  The paperwork's a bitch."



	"I can think of better reasons not to," David said.



	Garibaldi just nodded.



 



	David was staring disinterestedly out at the countryside, when suddenly the coach jolted to a stop.  He could hear the horses out front neighing in fright and dismay.



	David looked over at Garibaldi.  "Time to go to work," he said.



	Garibaldi nodded.  Turning to the other passengers, he said, "Ladies and gentlemen, we are Rimohrs.  Please remain in your seats.  No matter what happens, do not leave this coach.  We'll handle this."



	David, who had been looking out of his window, said to Garibaldi, "I count four here."



	Garibaldi looked out of his window.  "At least two here."



	"So, at least six."



	"Shit," Joe opined.  David did not disagree.



	Outside, the leader of the gang gestured to the coach driver.  "Get your ass down and open that coach!"



	"No," the man said simply.  He knew nothing of the Rimohrs on board, nor would he have cared.  It was his job to see these people safely to their destination.  His dedication would be very bad for him.



	The gang leader said, "Look, old man, you can open the coach, or we can beat you to a bloody pulp."



	"You'll do what you're going to do.  I have my job."



	The gang leader looked at him in anger.  No one had defied him in this way so far.  No one was ever going to do it again, either, if he had anything to say about it.  He snarled a spell.



	Grey light shot from the tip of his wand, impacting the man in the chest.  The light engulfed him, and the man's body was then thrown clear over the coach, landing on the ground behind it.



	Inside, Joe muttered, "Stupid fool."



	David said nothing.  He watched the men outside.  They were moving in on the coach.



	"Four on one odds ain't great," David said.



	"Hell, two on one ain't great," Joe replied.  "Any thoughts?"



	"Only that I'd rather be home right now," David said.  "I'll take the four."



	"You sure?" Joe asked.



	"I can't die.  You can.  Zyla'd never speak to me again if you got killed while training me."



	Joe grunted in dark amusement at that.



	"Am I allowed to fade under these circumstances?" David asked.



	"To save life and property, you can do whatever you have to," Joe confirmed.  "You simply cannot testify about anything you see while you're invisible."



	"Right," David replied, and immediately faded to insubstantiality.  He stayed that way for a second, watching the men outside, but then he became completely invisible, and he stepped through the side of the carriage.



	The four men on David's side of the coach were just getting ready to start blasting at the coach door, when David suddenly appeared in front of them.



	"Rimohrs!  Drop your wands!  NOW!" he barked, hoping to at least startle them into inaction.  He had his wand in his hand, but he wasn't sure what spell to cast against these four.  Odrazit might hurt the people in the coach, as it was omnidirectional.  Pichac, perhaps?



	The gang leader gave him no further time to consider it.  He shouted another spell, and a blast of light shot from his wand.  David had raised a protective shield around himself just in time, and the spell impacted that.  The problem was that, as long as David was casting the shield spell, he couldn't easily cast anything else.



	Just then, David remembered Kalagasakalayo, the armband given to him by the dragon clan.  He held up his arm and intoned, "Ogon shechit!"



	Immediately, a fire spiraled up out of the armband, forming a fiery shield.  David held it in position to block the gang leader's ongoing spell, and then dropped his overall shield spell.  He cast bara, and the gang leader went spilling to the ground.  Two others of the gang, however, cast spells at David.  He was able to block the first, but the second connected, throwing him sideways toward the back of the coach.



	As David got to his hands and knees, he saw the coachman, lying on the ground.  David didn't know if the man was dead or not, and he couldn't worry about it just yet.  He also looked under the coach, to see that Joe was pinned back against the coach, trying to fend off the two on his side.



	We've got to wrap this up fast.



	Avoiding the gang members for a second, David crawled over to the coachman.  Feeling for a pulse was not necessary, as there was clearly a deep hole where the man's heart had been.  Rolling him over, David saw the hole went all the way through the man's body.



	David rolled the man back so he was face up, and then he rose to his feet.  He put his wand away, and then reformed his buckler.  Reaching into a pocket in his coat, he pulled his sword.  He could damage faster with this than with his wand.



	As he returned to the coach, he saw that the four men were now blasting at the door.



	"Drop your wands, you are under arrest!" David shouted.  This was to get their attention, so they could see he was now armed.



	The nearest gang member blasted at him, but David batted that away with his buckler.  This caused the four to turn from the door and face David.



	Well, at least I've kept them away from the passengers for a while...



	All four opened up on David, but they were standing close enough that his shield blocked all four spells.  His arm gave a little bit at the strength of the hit, but nothing more than that happened.



	"This is your last warning!" David told them.  "If you don't surrender now, I will be forced to attack!"  This was protocol; if he was to use his sword legally, he had to make it known that he was willing to do more than just wave it in their face.  This wouldn't be necessary if any of them came at him in an attack, but they weren't; they were all keeping their distance.



	Their response to his comment was to up their spells.  David's arm gave even further, nearly pressed against his chest now.  David twisted his arm just slightly, and the spells bounced harmlessly upward.  There was still enough impact, however, to make it hard for him to move.



	David took a breath, and then he faded to insubstantiality.  His buckler immediately disappeared, but it didn't matter.  The spells were now going right through him.  He waited for the second it took for all four of them to end their spells, and then he charged, becoming solid as he moved.



	The four men started to cast spells, but David was too close now.  He smacked the first man in the head with the side of his blade, sending him to his knees, shaking his head in pain and confusion.  He drove the pommel of his sword into another man's solar plexus, dropping him like a stone.  The third was trying to get off a spell at him, and so David was required to use his sword to gash the back of his hand, forcing him to drop his wand.



	David turned to the gang leader, who, knowing it was now one-on-one, immediately dropped his wand and raised his hands.



	"On your knees, hands behind your back," David said.  He jabbed his sword into the ground and extinguished his buckler.  He engaged the handcuff hex on each of his prisoners, and laid them down on the ground, also shackling their feet, to keep them from moving.  That done, he took up his sword and moved around the back of the carriage.



	Joe was still holding the two men off, but the men had split apart.  They had alternated back and forth, each taking a rest while the other fought the Rimohr.  As David came around the coach, however, he saw that, while Joe was focused on the one toward the front of the coach, the one nearest David, that Joe wasn't paying attention to, was getting ready to cast a hex.  David heard the first part of it, and that was all he needed to hear.



	"Joe, DROP!"



	Joe, knowing David wouldn't say that without meaning it, immediately rolled into a ball under the carriage.  David didn't see that, however.  He was lunging at Joe's attacker.  He meant to cut the man's hand off, but at the last second, the man lunged, trying to follow Joe's movements.  David did not have time to adjust, and his slash ran right across the man's neck.  David had pulled back the strength from his attack as soon as he knew he would miss his target, but it didn't matter.  His sword was magically sharpened, and it held a razor's edge.  The man's neck was opened up, and blood spewed everywhere.



	The man, now mortally wounded, collapsed to the ground, his blood pooling at David's feet.  David, for the moment not caring about the condition of that attacker, turned on the last one.



	"Drop your wand!" he shouted.  The anger rolled off David almost like a visible force.  The man he was facing suddenly felt an urgent need to urinate.  He dropped his wand and raised his hands.  The fight was over.



	Joe, who had been watching from beneath the coach for the few seconds that the end of the fight had taken, now stood up and took the remaining gang member into custody.  As he was doing that, David put his sword away, and then looked down at the man whose blood was now staining David's shoes.



	Pointlessly, David reached down and felt for a pulse.  The man was already dead.  Had he been alive, David could have saved him.  He carried Bloodbank Potion with him all the time.  But he couldn't fix the dead.  David took in the look of the man.  It was the first time David had been forced to kill.  He hadn't meant to do it.  He sure as hell hadn't wanted to do it.



	As Joe came over to talk with David, David moved off.  He walked twenty feet into the trees, and vomited.  It took a long moment before he was able to stand up and walk back to the coach.



	"You okay?" Joe asked seriously.  "I would have thought, after that battle a few months ago, the sight of blood wouldn't bother you."



	"It's not the blood," David said.  "I didn't kill anybody in that battle, Joe.  I saw people die, but not at my hand."



	Joe nodded soberly.  He, luckily, had never been forced to take a life.  He didn't understand exactly what David was going through, and he knew that.



	"Come on," he said gently.  "Let's get the work done, so we can go home."



	"Right," David said, taking one last, long look at his victim.



 



	"As per protocol, you're on administrative leave until the board of inquiry convenes," Agent Wilson told David.  Joe was with him, as he was his training officer.



	"What, exactly, does that mean?" David asked.



	"It means you get paid time off until we figure out what happened."



	"We know what happened," Joe objected.  "He saved my ass."



	"Yes, but did he do so in an appropriate fashion?  Was deadly force necessary?"



	"I wasn't trying to kill him," David said.



	"Oh?" Agent Wilson replied.



	"I was aiming for his wrist.  He moved at the last second, and I didn't have time to shift."



	Agent Wilson wrote that down, but didn't make a comment about it.  "In any case," he said, "You've got a few days off.  Chances are that the board will convene around the middle of this week.  The chiefs will have to come up from Senesty."



	"You're calling in the chiefs for this?" Joe asked incredulously.



	"I'm not doing anything, Garibaldi.  That's how this works.  The board of inquiry is always composed of three district chiefs, all of whom live in Senesty."



	Getting sidetracked, David asked, "How can they all live in Senesty, if they control different districts?"



	Wilson grinned.  "Because they're lazy asses who don't actually do any work."



	"Great.  And my future's in their hands?"



	"Oh, don't worry.  If they find you acted inappropriately, it makes them look bad by extension, so they're not going to unless you obviously acted way out of line."



	David grunted at that.  After a second, he asked, "Do I need to stay in town for the investigation?"



	"Planning on running from the law, are you?" Wilson asked in amusement.



	"No, but I have things I need to do up in Gorumshead, for my other job."



	"You can go do that.  Chances are the chiefs won't even speak to you until the day of the hearing.  They'll get everyone else's version first, and get yours at the hearing, then make their decision."



	"Great," David said, meaning it wasn't great at all.



	Wilson nodded.  "That's it.  Go do what you've got to do.  We'll contact you if you're needed back here."



	"Yes, sir."



	As David and Joe left the room, Joe was upset.  "This is bullshit.  You save a fellow Rimohr's life, and you're the one on trial?"



	"It's not a trial, Joe, just a hearing.  And it's a step in the right direction, if they want to clean up the Rimohrs' image."



	"How do you figure?"



	"Whenever a group like the Rimohrs operates, there's always a question that gets asked.  That question is, 'Who watches the watchers?'  In other words, who makes sure that the people who are making sure others don't break the law, don't break the law themselves?"



	"But there's no way you broke a law.  Hell, even if you'd been intending to kill him, you would still have been acting in defense of another."



	"The rules for us have to be stricter.  Was it legal?  Yes.  So I have no fear of jail time.  Was it within Rimohr policy?  That's the question the chiefs will answer.  And aren't you supposed to be giving me this speech, and me be the angry one?  I think we have this backwards."



	Joe laughed.  "Well, I've never looked into the internal procedures, because I haven't known anyone, before now, who got into this level of trouble.  Usually people back off when the Rimohrs show up.  And I really think you should be more peeved than you are."



	David shook his head.  "I watched way too many cop shows when I was a kid.  In Earth, when a cop shoots someone, no matter the circumstances, they get investigated.  It's even called 'administrative leave', funnily enough.  I'm not upset because I expected it."



	"Well, it should be over in a few days," Joe said.



	"Yeah... I hope the nightmare goes away that soon, too," David said, mostly to himself.  "Anyway, I'm going to head out.  I've got to go pick a new security team and get prepared for the coming school year."



	"Good luck," Joe said.  David nodded and headed out.



	To Vivian, who was sitting at her desk, Joe said, "This administrative crap sucks."



	Vivian nodded, but didn't say anything.  She looked up to see David leave the office, but then returned to her paperwork.



 



	David flipped through the resume on his desk, to remind him of who, exactly, was in front of him, and then he examined the folder that had been delivered by the Rimohrs.  He knew that the woman sitting there was probably nervous, but that couldn't be helped.  He hadn't had time to look the folder over before meeting with her, and so he simply had to do it in her presence.  Finally, he set the paperwork off to the side.



	"Okay, Miss Sahar.  Tell me why I should hire you."



	"Sir?  You have my resume..."



	"Yes, and I have the resumes of thirty other people, as well.  Some just as impressive as yours.  Hell, some are more so.  Why should I hire you, instead of them?"



	"Well, sir, firstly, I am good with people.  I can develop a rapport with most types of people easily."



	"And which types can't you?" David asked.



	"Criminal types, mostly."



	David grunted.  "Go on."



	"I am a team player, and I am loyal to my teammates.  I was injured on my last job backing up my partner when..."



	"Yes, I have the report here," David said, cutting her off.  "So, you're good with people and you're loyal.  Is that it?"



	"I'm honestly not sure what you're asking me for, sir.  I've been trained to perform as a security officer.  I'm qualified to be a member of your team.  Admittedly, I wasn't able to attend Woodward Academy, but my license score is still quite high.  You should hire me because I'm right for the job."



	David stared at her for a long moment, before he finally said, "What's your worst personality trait?"



	"I have trouble accepting negative truths about my friends," she said.



	David grunted at that.  He could sympathize.



	"What's your family life like?" David asked.



	"Uh... my parents live in Gorumshead."



	"You don't have a husband, children?"



	"No, sir..."



	David nodded.



	"Is that important?"



	"Not really," David said.



	Then why did you ask? she wondered.



	"Which of your weapons do you feel the most comfortable with?"



	"The mace," she replied.



	David made another note.  Then he looked up at her.



	Reaching over, David picked up a stack of folders and handed them to the woman.



	"What's this?" she asked.



	"Your subordinates' files.  You should familiarize yourself with them.  Welcome to the team."



	"Subordinates?  I thought I was applying to be a security officer.  Why do I have subordinates?"



	David looked at her.  "The positions for security officer were all filled yesterday."



	"So... what is my job, then?" she asked.



	"Deputy Chief of Security," David said.  "Your office is right over there," he said, pointing to a door that led out of his office.  "You'll want to read up on the team, get to know as much as you can about them."



	Miss Sahar sat there, stunned.  "Sir, I didn't even apply..."



	"I know you didn't.  No one did, because I didn't let them.  I didn't want someone who arrogantly thinks that a regular officer's position is beneath them.  I wanted someone who deserved the position not because they'd done it before, but because they might actually be good at it.  And just so you know, I lied.  There wasn't a resume better than yours.  Some were just as good, but I didn't like their attitudes."



	"Thank you, sir," she said.  What else could she say?  "I, uh... guess I'll get busy reading these.  Where... well, actually, what is our uniform here?"



	"That is still being worked on.  We'll have it figured out before school starts.  I didn't like the old way of doing it.  For now, what you're wearing is fine."



	"Yes, sir."



	"One last thing," he said as she got up.  She turned to face him.



	"If you call me 'sir' in this office again, I'll demote you.  My name is David."



	She finally smiled at him.  "Okay.  Call me Tanya."



	David nodded.  "Welcome aboard."



 



	"This board of inquiry is now under way.  Would Officer Intern Stroud please step forward?"



	David stepped up to the podium that was facing the board.  He felt like he was back at his licensing exam, he was so nervous.



	"Now, we've already covered the background information, how the case began, how you determined this was the coach most likely to be attacked.  We take no issue with any of that.  Our discussion here is to determine whether your actions that led to the death of one..." the man looked down at a sheet of parchment before him, "...Devlin Duchovny... was within policy, and, if not, what the punishment should be.  Do you wish to make a statement to us before we begin questions?"



	"Sirs, the only comment I'd like to make sure is on the record is that it was not my intent to kill the man.  I was attacking him, yes, but to harm, not to kill."



	The lead interrogator nodded.  "Agent Wilson said you had made that statement.  Let's start more toward the beginning of the event, however.  You chose to take on four men at once.  Alone.  Why?"



	"We either had to split up, or leave some number of them completely unopposed.  I didn't think the second option was a good idea.  Given my nature, I am less likely to get seriously injured than Agent Garibaldi is, so I offered to take on the larger group."



	"You had no motive of looking the hero?" one of the other chiefs asked.



	"No, sir.  My concern was for the safety of my partner."



	"But he's not your partner.  He's your training officer."



	"Neither his wife nor his little girl would have appreciated the distinction when I had to tell them he was dead, sir."



	"So, you chose the larger group.  It is our understanding that you faded during this fight.  Is this correct?"



	"Yes, sir.  First, I faded to get out of the coach without opening the door.  Second, I faded during combat to avoid an attack."



	"Why did you leave the coach in this manner?"



	"To protect the people inside.  With four attackers on my side, there was a good chance that, had they chosen to attack while I was exiting, a passenger could have been hit by a shot coming through the open doorway."



	"Was this not also a problem for Agent Garibaldi?"



	"I imagine it was, sir, but he didn't have any other option.  I did, so I took it."



	"I see.  At what point did you decide that your wand was not a sufficient tool to effect an arrest?"



	"When trying to fight four people at once using my wand got me tossed about fifteen feet, sir," David replied, keeping his voice even.



	"And you just happened to have your sword with you that day... with no thought of using it," the third chief said, his voice indicating what he thought.



	"I always carry my sword with me, sir.  Including right now."



	"I see no sign of it," the lead interrogator said.



	David opened his coat, to show them the spot where the crossbar rested against the top of a pocket.  "I enchanted this pocket to act as an expandable storage bag.  It contains my sword without the bulk of having it in a scabbard at my side."



	The chiefs all nodded at that.



	"Okay, so it was your considered opinion that you needed to use your sword to incapacitate the attackers.  In the case of the first four, you did so without serious harm.  A nasty cut to one wrist, but nothing more than bruises on the others.



	"You then tell us that, for this fifth perpetrator, you felt the need to actually do serious harm.  Why the change?"



	"Nobody had been in mortal danger from the other assailants," David replied simply.



	"Excuse me?  Mortal danger?"



	"I heard the first word of the hex being cast by the assailant.  That word was 'anyolum'.  I only know of one spell that starts with that word, and it is a vaporization hex.  As such, I assumed that he was attempting to kill my training officer."



	The three were making notes together now.  The lead interrogator said, "Okay, so you felt Agent Garibaldi's life was in imminent danger.  You say you weren't trying to kill the man.  What were you trying to do?"



	"Cut off his hand."



	"Gashing his wrist, as you did with the other, was not sufficient?" one of the others asked.



	"I couldn't chance missing," David replied.  "When I did it the first time, I had more time to consider.  However, it should also be noted that it wouldn't have made any difference if that had been my intent.  I tried to pull back my sword as far as I could when the man moved.  It simply wasn't sufficient."



	"You're suggesting that, even had you been aiming to simply cut him bad enough to force him to drop his wand, you would still have ended up killing him?"



	"Yes, sir.  If I could demonstrate?"



	"Oh, by all means," the lead interrogator said.



	David cast a spell, creating an image before them all.  It was half-size, to fit in the room more easily.



	"The blue one is me.  The red one is the gang member.  This image is, of course, based on my memory of the incident, but that's what I was acting on, so..."



	"Yes, of course.  Go on."



	"You can see our positions.  Here is my line of travel."  A flashing line appeared on the screen, showing a line that angled from the man's front, toward him.



	"I was aiming for this point right here," David said.  A flashing dot appeared on top of the man's wrist.



	"The man didn't start moving until I had reached this point," David said, moving the figure of himself until it was very close to the gang member.  "At which point, he lunged forward.  Now, please pay attention to the flashing dot."



	As the gang member lunged forward to finish his hex at Garibaldi, the dot, which had been at his wrist, now fell directly inside his body, right below his head.



	"I did see him move, and I pulled back as much as I could, but I was already in the midst of my stroke at this point, and I simply didn't have a chance to stop.  The tip of my blade nicked his jugular vein, and that caused his death."



	"And his partner says you stood and watched him die.  Is that true?"



	"No, sir.  I looked down at him in shock for a couple seconds.  After that, I remembered there was still one gang member left, and I turned to deal with him."



	"Could you have saved the man's life?" one interrogator asked.



	"I could have kept him alive until we got him to a healer," David confirmed.



	"How?"



	"I carry Bloodbank Potion with me at all times.  It would have kept his body full of blood for hours."



	"And... why didn't you?" another asked.



	"I didn't have a chance.  By the time we'd dealt with the last of the attackers, the man was already dead."



	"I see.  Ultimately, knowing how things turned out, do you wish you'd done something differently?" the lead interrogator asked.



	"I would have liked not to have killed the man, sir, but, even on fiftieth run-through in my head, I cannot think of what I could have done differently that would still have saved Agent Garibaldi.  I didn't have time to draw my wand and cast a hex.  I didn't have time to switch to a different weapon.  In short, sir, I would like for it to have turned out differently, but I cannot say that there is anything I did that I would like to have changed."



	"You carry another weapon?" one of the interrogators asked, seizing on this point.



	"Yes.  I carry a staff with me."



	"And why did you not choose this weapon to deal with the attack in the first place?  I would assume a staff is less lethal than a sword..."



	"Not entirely true, sir, but it is somewhat easier to not kill with a staff.  I chose the sword because I needed my shield in order to block their spells, and you cannot effectively use a staff one-handed."



	The interrogator nodded and made a note.



	The lead interrogator looked to the other two, saw they had no further questions, and then he turned back to David.  "This hearing is adjourned for three hours.  We will reconvene at that time to give you our decision."



 



	"Enjoy your vacation?" Vivian asked David.



	"Not particularly," he replied.



	"Well, it's behind you now," she told him.  "With the board of inquiry approving your actions, no more will be said about it."



	"That's nice.  When do the nightmares stop?" he asked her quietly, so no one else would hear him.



	Vivian frowned.  "I don't know.  I've never been through what you're going through."



	"Has no one in this office ever had to kill someone?"



	"Not that I'm aware of, no.  It's not a common thing to have happen.  As I'm sure someone told you, people don't usually challenge us.  The truth is that you have advanced that reputation for all of us.  People will know that someone stood up against the Rimohrs, and died for doing so."



	David frowned deeply.  "That was not my intent."



	"I know.  But the law of unintended consequences works just as well here as in Earth.  And, if it's important to you, you've just developed your service reputation," she said, nodding to Joe, who had just arrived.



	"What, as the fuck-up who couldn't find a better way to handle the situation?" David asked sourly.



	"Hardly," Joe said.  "More like the one guy you want to have watching your back.  I know you're struggling with this, David.  I can only imagine what it feels like.  But to the rest of us... well, I'm sure you've been told it's not common for a Rimohr to need to use deadly force..."



	"Vivian mentioned it," David said morosely.



	"What you may not have been told is that a lot of them would probably balk at doing so in defense of a partner.  It would take a threat to their own life to make them cross that line."



	"But I didn't mean to kill the bastard!" David objected strongly.



	"No, but you acted, in the knowledge it could happen.  Besides, if you'd had no other choice, would you have killed him?"



	David hesitated.  "I can't arrange the scenario in my head where I'd not have had the option to wound rather than kill."



	"But, if it were the case.  Let's say you were behind him, instead of in front of him.  You wouldn't have had a clear view of his wrist to target.  Would you have killed him?"



	David put himself in that position in his head, and thought for a long moment.  Finally, he said, "Yeah, I probably would have.  And then I'd have really had to puke."



	"A lot of Rimohrs would have stood there and watched me get fried," Joe said.  "Then they'd have arrested the bastard."



	"But... Vivian told me that the Rimohr reputation is that, if you hurt a Rimohr, you'll be hunted down and 'taken care of'."



	Joe nodded.  "And that reputation comes from a very few people, like you, who can do what's necessary, when it's necessary.  The real trick is knowing when it's necessary."



	David nodded.



	"You did good, kid," Joe said finally, bopping him on the shoulder.  "Now let's get back to work.  We have a new case."



	"Oh?" David asked, as Vivian returned to her desk and her own work.



	Joe handed him the file.  David opened it and looked through it briefly.  He closed it and sighed.



	"Unicorn Horn."



	"You've heard of it?" Joe asked, surprised.



	"Yeah.  And if someone's selling it in Gorumshead, I know who we need to talk to.  Do we take the coach, or my glidecar?"



	"Your glidecar is faster.  No point in wasting time if we don't have to."



	"Right."



 



	David and Joe stepped into the shop, ringing the little bell on the door.  The proprietor, who had his back to them working on something, said, "Be with you in a minute."



	Joe was going to speak, but David waved him into silence.  He crossed his arms and simply stood there, waiting.  Finally, the proprietor finished up what he was doing and turned to face them.



	"Officers, what can I... David?" Ben Marland said incredulously.  "Uh... what's going on?"



	"Hello, Ben.  Someone's been selling Unicorn Horn on the streets here in Gorumshead, and when I considered the list of people with access to the substance and no integrity whatsoever, your name just bubbled right to the top of my mind."



	Ben blanched at that.  "Hey, Cat did just fine..."



	'No thanks to you," David spat.  "But I'll let her new boyfriend have at you, if he's so inclined."



	Ben looked at him.  "Uh... who's her new boyfriend?"



	"Professor Charles Phillips, Charms Master at the Academy."



	Ben swallowed hard.  David enjoyed the look on his face for a moment.  "Now, about the Unicorn Horn.  I know you have some."



	"What makes you think I still have some?" Ben asked.  "That was a long time ago."



	"Yes, and the jar of it you had was enough to do thirty statues this size.  Since you could not have carved thirty statues between then and now, you must still have some left.  Let's see the jar."  David's voice was hard and unyielding, and Ben knew that this was not quite the same young man he'd dealt with last time he saw him.



	"It's in the back room," he said.



	"And is it going to walk itself out here for us?" David asked snarkily.



	Ben blanched again, then walked to the back of his shop.  He was gone for only a few seconds.  He set the jar on the counter and stepped away from it.



	David opened the jar and looked into it.  It was still three-quarters full.



	"I don't do drugs, and I sure as hell don't sell them," Ben said, trying to regain some dignity.



	"No, you just abandon people in their moments of need," David said, stepping all over Ben's attempt at self-esteem and squishing it.  "Where do you get this stuff from?"



	"Art suppliers.  There are three... no, now only two... places where I can order this from.  The price varies, so I try to find the cheapest stuff I can."



	"Why only two now?"



	"One of them left the art supply business to move to Earth, for some stupid reason."



	David grunted.  "Give me the contact information for the two you use."



	As Ben was writing that information down, Joe asked, "What do you want that for?"



	"It's a controlled substance.  They will have to keep records of everyone they sell it to.  They have to keep records of how much they made, and account for every drop of it.  It'll be really hard to hide it if they've been making it with the intent to sell as a drug."



	Joe nodded.



	Once Ben gave them the information, David said, "Keep your nose clean, Mr. Marland.  You wouldn't want us coming around again."



	David enjoyed watching Ben blanch one last time.  The man is such a spineless little worm.  He can't even tell when a threat is completely pointless.



	Once they were back in the car, Joe asked, "What's with you and him?"



	"You remember Catherine Arpilla?" David asked.



	"Probably not as well as you do, but yes," Joe replied with a grin.



	"He used to be her boyfriend.  He abandoned her in the middle of her troubles with her husband, at a time when she was very vulnerable, emotionally."



	"Oh.  Well, I'm sure you stepped in to fill that need," Joe said, needling him.



	David looked over at Joe.  "I shouldn't have had to."  With that, he put the glidecar into motion.



	"Where are we going?" Joe asked.



	"To the school."



	"Why?"



	"Because we need to research these people and perhaps contact them, and we can do all of that just as easily from my office as from Rimohr HQ... and it doesn't waste forty minutes of travel time, since we'll probably have to ask questions of more people here in Gorumshead."



	"Good point."



	It only took a few minutes for them to walk into Fensterman Hall, on campus.  As they entered the outer office, David saw Seth and Tanya talking.



	"Hey, you guys," David said.



	"Morning, Chief," Seth said.  David glowered at him.



	"Morning, David," Tanya said.  He gave her a friendlier expression in return.



	"Tanya, this is my training officer, Agent Joe Garibaldi.  Joe, this is the new Deputy Chief of Security, Tanya Sahar."



	The two exchanged greetings politely.



	"Anything going on?" he asked Tanya.



	"No, I'm still getting caught up on how things work around here."



	David nodded.  To Seth, he asked, "Did you fill her in on The Clan and all of last year's troubles?"



	"Yeah, we just finished going through it.  Including the battle."  David caught Seth's shudder, though it was almost imperceptible.



	"Okay.  Anything I need to deal with?"



	Seth snorted.  "There's nothing you'll need to deal with until school starts.  That's what I'm for.  Kind of wish they'd had my position when I was in your position."



	David chuckled.  "In that case," he said, "Joe and I have some work to do.  We'll be in my office if anything comes up."



	"No problem."



	David led Joe into the office.  Joe looked around.  "This... doesn't really seem like your office."



	"I haven't had a chance to redecorate," David said.  "It still looks like it did when it was Seth's office."



	"Yes, it does look like his office," Joe confirmed.  "How are you adjusting to being in charge?"



	"Ask me in six months," David said.



	Joe chuckled.



	"Let's get to work," David said, to change the subject.



 



	"Where is he?" David asked Bridget quietly.  She was the barmaid at the Mystic Wolf Pub, and she had called in - as David had requested - to let him know that a certain patron had returned to the pub.  They'd had to talk to a couple dozen people to figure out who was selling the drug, but finally a name had been given.  He had been out of town the last time they'd tried to contact him, however.  Apparently, he was back now.



	Bridget motioned with her chin, rather than pointing.  It was clear who she meant, anyway.  David saw him in the mirror behind Bridget.



	David nodded.  "Thanks,"



	"Anytime, handsome," she told him, and moved down the bar.



	David and Joe moved over to the table where their suspect was sitting, leaning his chair on two legs, while his two buddies sat drinking.



	"Jelazar Maniskiu?" David asked needlessly.  It was just the easiest way to start the conversation.



	"Last person who called me that wound up in serious pain, my friend," the man said.



	"So you are Jelazar Maniskiu," David persisted.



	The man leaned forward, bringing all four legs of his chair on the floor.  "My name is UC Master.  My friends call me UC.  You can call me Master."



	Jelazar leaned back with a grin as his friends laughed heartily at his joke.



	"Jelazar Maniskiu," Joe intoned, "you are under arrest for the illegal distribution of Unicorn Horn.  Stand up and hold out your hands."



	Jelazar's look darkened briefly.  "You two are thick."  Then his look brightened.  "You need some more educatin', I think.  Ty, Barry, why don't you educate the gentlemen?"



	Ty and Barry both rose from their spots at the table, but before either could do anything, David slipped his foot behind Barry's leg, put his arm across the man's chest, and pushed.  Barry fell to the floor with a satisfying thump, and didn't seem terribly interested in moving.



	David looked at Ty.  "Get out of my face before you wind up in the infirmary."



	Ty took one look at David, looked over the table to see Barry lying on the floor, woozy, and backed away.



	"Now then, Jelazar Maniskiu," David said, intentionally irritating the man, "get your sorry ass out of the chair."



	"Why don't you make me, slimeball?" Jelazar sneered.



	David looked to Joe.



	Joe shrugged.  "He made the request," he said to David.



	David nodded.  He then stepped over and kicked the leg of Jelazar's chair.  The chair tipped backward and slid, and Jelazar went tumbling to the floor, rolling out of the chair.



	"Okay, I got you out of the chair," David said.  "Now, on your feet."



	Jelazar came up, but came up swinging.  David saw it coming and slammed his fist - hard - into Jelazar's solar plexus before the punch could connect.



	Jelazar dropped back to the floor, wheezing and gasping for breath.



	"Oh, don't be such a wimp.  It was only a light tap," David told him.



	Joe chuckled.  "You might have cracked his sternum.  You did hit him a bit hard."



	"He was swinging on me," David replied.  "I thought you said people don't challenge us."



	Joe waved this off.  "This isn't a challenge.  This is just a guy being stupid.  He didn't even reach for his wand."



	"Ah," David said.  He then reached down and hauled Jelazar to his feet.



	"C'mon, 'UC'.  Let's take a look through your apartment upstairs.  I'm willing to bet we'll find a nice stash of Unicorn Horn.  And that's illegal, 'UC'?" David said.



	Joe groaned at the pun, but followed as David shoved the man toward the stairs.



 



	With the school year about to start, David would no longer spend his days at the Rimohr office in Bolmont.  He would, instead, work at the school.  When cases that Joe thought were important enough came up, he'd call David in to work on them and further his training.



	At the moment, he was in the briefing room in Fensterman Hall.  He looked over the assembled team.  He had eighteen security officers under his command, not counting Tanya.  The new DIRT was also present.  He didn't know any of them personally, but he'd had a hand in picking all of them.



	"Okay, if everyone would just take a seat," David said.  His security team settled in and grew quiet.  The DIRT stood along the side wall, as there wasn't enough room for them to sit.



	"The students will begin arriving in about an hour.  Now, we don't really know what to expect this year.  After last year's battle, it might be back to business as usual.  On the other hand, The Clan might try to retaliate in some large- or small-scale fashion.  We need to be ready for that, but we don't want to come off as an occupying force, which is why I did not request a larger team than this.



	"There are twenty of us.  There are nearly two thousand students at the school.  Believe it or not, these are better odds than most police forces in Earth get, so count your blessings.



	"What we're going to do is to form up into three-person patrols.  You will... wander.  Don't fall into a pattern.  Don't be predictable.  Wander the grounds, and the buildings.  I know I don't need to say this, but... I will.  Don't disturb any classes unless you have to.  Some of the teachers get cranky when you do that, and might hex you as a warning."



	The group chuckled at that.



	"For two hours of your shift, you will be in training.  That means both physical and magical.  Last year, we had second-years taking out supposedly trained security officers.  That's not going to happen to us again.  You will be evaluated on your skills at least twice a year.  If you don't pass those evaluations, you will be given a couple weeks to improve.  If you fail the second time, you'll be asked to resign.



	"Now, we're not quite alone in our job.  The people off to your left are this year's DIRT.  For those not aware, DIRT is short for Discipline Response Team.  They will augment your patrols with patrols of their own.  They will deal with minor issues directly.  For anything that they can't handle, they will call us in.  They will not patrol with you, unless there is some special reason for them to do so.  Due to class schedules, DIRT patrols generally happen in the evening."



	A hand went up, and David stopped.  "Yes?"



	"I understand that DIRT was in force last year... but with the new organization of the security team, why are they still needed?  Isn't it a duplication of effort?"



	"Well, first off, there are only eighteen of you, with only six on active duty at any time.  There are twelve of them, with six of them on active duty at any time... it basically doubles our strength out there.  Besides, with them patrolling in the evening, it is possible for the security teams to use that time to get in some training.  Please note that there should always be at least one security team ready to immediately respond to a crisis, so you can't train at the same time."



	"What can and can't DIRT do?"



	"DIRT will handle immediate problems they encounter.  Fights, vandalism, hazing, that kind of thing.  What they will not do is investigative work.  That is exclusively your job.  On the other hand, they have an ability we don't.  DIRT can sentence students for minor infractions to a couple days in detention.  Everyone you detain must go before the dean.  I know this seems a little disjointed, but they feel that it's better to let the students police themselves in this fashion, rather than having outsiders impose sentence."



	"I have a question," one of the students said.



	David turned to him.  The student asked, "How, exactly, do you relate to DIRT?  I realize you're our academy supervisor, but..."



	"If you're asking whether or not I can also hand out detention, no, I can't.  I gave up that ability when I became security chief.  I am, where DIRT is concerned, strictly an administrator.  Oh, and while I'm thinking about it, I wanted to thank all of you for coming in early.  I know the carriage is a lot more comfortable than the ways you probably got here, but we need to have DIRT ready when everyone gets here, rather than taking a couple weeks to form up, like last year."



	The DIRT members nodded in acknowledgment.



	David turned back to his team.  "Any questions?"



	There were none.



	"Okay.  You'll all be expected to be at the feast tonight.  After that, follow the rotation that's posted on the bulletin board outside.  We're working 24-hour shifts, in a 1-on, 2-off system.  So for every day you work, you'll have two days off to recover.  There should always be at least one team awake in case of emergency.  You don't have to be out patrolling for the entire 24 hours, don't worry."



	The team chuckled at that.



	"Also, when I say 'patrol', what I mean is be visible.  Even if you're resting on a bench, you're being seen, and you're seeing what's going on.  Just don't sit there too long, okay?"



	More chuckles.



	"All right.  Let's get ready for the students.  Good luck, and let's be safe out there."



	David returned to his office and motioned Tanya to join him.



	"Any problems?" he asked her.



	"No.  Everything looks to be ready."



	"Good.  How are you feeling?"



	"A bit nervous."



	"Good," David replied with a smile.



	"Good?"



	"If you weren't nervous, it would mean you're overconfident, and we can't afford that," he told her as he examined his uniform in a mirror.  He was wearing the standard gray pants and white shirt of the school, with shiny black boots.  On his left breast was his Chief of Security badge.



	Reaching over, he grabbed his new coat.  It was navy blue, instead of the school's brighter, royal blue.  On it was a duplicate of his chief's badge.  He put it on and then shifted, to get the coat comfortable on his shoulders.  He looked at himself in the mirror again, picking off a couple pieces of lint.  Finally, he reached over and picked up a visored cap.  It was also navy blue, with a black visor.  On it was the emblem of the security department.



	"You expect people to wear the hat?" Tanya asked.



	"It's optional.  Since we're going to be ceremonial tonight, I'd like them all to wear it to the feast.  After that, as they choose.  I like it, so I'll probably wear it."



	"You want me to?" she asked.



	"Up to you.  Now, let's go meet some new students."



	"You got it."



 



	"Well, don't you look handsome," Anne said.  The two had arranged to meet after the feast, since David had so much stuff to do.  They were standing in front of the cafeteria.



	David wrapped his arms around Anne and kissed her for a long moment.  She held him tightly, but finally they separated.  Anne pulled back, and then looked up at him.



	"We need to talk."



	"Uh-oh," David said.



	"What?" Anne asked.



	"No one says, 'we need to talk' when it's something good.  It's never, 'We need to talk.  I just wanted to tell you that I've just won a million granas.'"



	Anne smirked, but she nodded.



	"So, what's wrong?"



	"Us," she said.



	"Oh?"



	"You're planning on going all eight years here, aren't you?"



	"Yes."



	"And then you'll be a Rimohr?"



	"Probably."



	"They tend to go out of town a lot."



	"So I've noticed," he said with a nod.



	"David... I don't plan on continuing after this year.  I'll have my citizenship.  I can find a nice job, relax and live my life."



	"Okay..."



	"This summer, while we were apart, I was missing you like crazy.  I didn't hear anything from you at all."



	"I'm sorry.  I felt it best, considering your mother's mood."



	"Oh, I know.  I understand why... but I realized that I couldn't do that all the time.  I couldn't have you gone like that.  It would drive me completely around the bend."



	"So... what do you want me to do?" David asked.



	Anne shook her head.  "Nothing.  You have to do what's right.  You're really good at the stuff you do, and I don't want you to stop doing it.  But... I can't be there with you while you do it.  I couldn't handle it."  She was weeping silently, and David took her hand gently.



	"Maybe it would get easier with time?" he asked.



	Anne shook her head.  "I was as miserable yesterday as I was the day after I left school.  I thought about staying with you through this year, even if I couldn't stay after that... but I'm afraid that I'd feel so much for you at that point that I would really go insane."



	David squeezed her hand gently.  "Please don't hate me for asking this question.  I have to.  Does this have anything to do with your mother and me?"



	Anne shook her head negatively.  "No.  I mean, yeah, it'd be hard on me, having a boyfriend that Mom is mad at, but we'd probably live in Bolmont, so that wouldn't be a big problem.  And no, I don't really care that you've slept with her.  This is all about me, David.  You're the first guy I've ever been in love with... and now I have to worry whether I was cut out to love someone or not."  Anne's weeping increased, and it was becoming audible.  David pulled her tightly to himself, holding onto her and rocking.  He knew that the pain for him would come soon enough, but strangely, at the moment, he felt nothing at all.



	"Trust me, Anne, you were meant to love someone.  No one with a heart as good as yours was meant to be alone," David told her.  Her crying turned to sobs and she held on even more tightly.  David rubbed her back and let her cry it out for several minutes.



	Finally, when the emotions had subdued, she let go of him and stepped back.



	"I'm sorry.  I'm very sorry," she told him.



	David ran his hand along her face.  "I know you are.  It's okay, Anne.  Please don't take this the wrong way, but the truth is, I'm getting used to it."



	Anne cocked her head in a mixture of sympathy and sorrow.  "I never meant to hurt you..." she said.



	"I know that, too.  Hey, I'm the one that asked you out, remember?  And it's been wonderful having you as a girlfriend.  I can't say that I really understand what you're going through, but at least you had the courage to tell me instead of making something up."



	Anne stepped in and held him tightly once again.  For a long time, they merely stood there, saying nothing, and holding each other.  Finally, though, Anne had to let him go.



	"Obviously," she started, "I won't be sitting with you at meals anymore.  I really couldn't deal with that.  Especially now that Gwen's back at school.  I hope we can at least still be... well... distant friends."



	David smiled at her turn of phrase.  "Of course we can.  If you ever need something, Anne, don't hesitate to ask."



	"Thank you," she said.  Stepping closer, she continued, "for a lot of things."



	"I will miss you," David said softly.  "But I hope you find what you need."



	She kissed him softly, and then stepped back.  "Bye."



	"Yeah," David said quietly.  He watched Anne until she was lost in the gathering gloom.  At that point, the darkness closed in on his soul, and David stood, looking up at the stars.  Jailla, who had watched from a nearby tree, glided down onto David's shoulder to bring as much comfort to his wizard as he could.  The two stood there for a long moment before David said anything.



	"Strike Two," he finally said.



	"Excuse me?" Jailla asked.



	"It's a baseball reference," David said.  "Three strikes, and you're out.  You can't try to hit the ball anymore.  This is the second relationship I've had that at least headed into serious territory, and the second one that failed miserably, because of who I am or what I do."



	"And you believe you only get three chances at it?" Jailla asked.



	"There comes a point where you have to wonder if continuing to try is actually worth it," David said.



	"I see.  That is perhaps not a decision you should be making just now."



	David snorted.  "Yeah, I know.  C'mon, let's go home."



 



	David headed down the third-floor hallway in Griffin Dorm.  He was about to institute a program that he had discussed with Dean Lengel.  In selecting participants, he had requested whoever was staying in his old room.  David stopped at C42.  Squaring his shoulders, he rapped firmly on the door.



	It didn't take too long before the door opened, and the guy in front of him paled.



	"Uh... did we do something, Officer?  Were we being too loud?  We weren't really doing anything but laughing..."



	David hadn't said a word yet, but stepped forward.  The guy stepped back, letting David enter the room.



	David turned and closed the door, then removed his cap before turning back to the three, who were looking at him with a mixture of fear and concern.  He finally decided to let them off the hook.



	"Okay, you can relax, nobody's in trouble."



	All three of them visibly loosened up.



	"So... why the visit?" one of the boys asked.



	"You three have been selected as part of a pilot program here at the Academy."



	"What kind of program?" the second wanted to know.



	"What do you know about The Clan, and what happened here last year?"



	"There were stories... some kind of gang war, or something," the third - the one who'd opened the door - said.



	"They said people got pretty banged up," the first added.



	"People died," David said flatly.



	"Holy crap," the first one said.  "No one said that!"



	"Yeah, well... it's not something we're advertising."



	"What's that got to do with us, and this new program?"



	"We're calling it the Big Brother program.  Several sixth-year students were selected to... 'look after' a roomful of first-year students, in an effort to prevent you from joining groups like The Clan."



	"Like you're our dad, or something?" the second guy asked distastefully.



	"No, nothing like that.  I'm not going to tell you what to do or anything.  I'm more like... that uncle you go to for advice.  Adjusting to this school can be tough.  You're away from home probably for the first time, maybe you don't know too many people, and the workload is going to be a bitch."



	"Is it really that bad?" the third guy asked.



	"Trust me.  Get your sleep now.  You're not going to be doing much of it in December."



	"So... if this program is being run by students, how come you're our Big Brother?"



	"I am also a sixth-year student here at the Academy."



	"But you're the head of security," he objected.



	"Yes.  I'm also an intern with the Rimohrs."



	"Are you gonna have time to give us advice?" the second one asked.



	David laughed.  "Trust me, I'll make time.  If you've got a problem, just mirror me, and we'll either talk then, or meet somewhere to discuss it."



	"Well, I guess that's cool and all, but... uh... so, what do we do?" the first one asked.



	David sat down on one of the beds.  "Tell me about yourselves," he said.



 














	

	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 6


Chapter 4: September

 	

	"Hey, Tracy," David said, entering the dean's office.



	"Well, hello, David. My, the new uniforms do look nice. Your design?"



	"With input from the dean, Seth, and Tanya."



	"Tanya?"



	"My second in command."



	"Oh, I see. Well, they look great. How can I help you?"



	"As usual, I was summoned," he said with a grin.



	Tracy smiled back at him. "Okay, go on in. She's with a student, but I imagine that's what you were called about."



	David shrugged and grunted, then walked over to the door and knocked. He entered once he was acknowledged, and stepped over to the dean's desk.



	"You wanted to see me, Madame Dean?"



	"Yes. I have someone I'd like you to meet."



	At this point, the other student turned to face David. David took a quick glance, which turned into a longer look of disbelief.



	"Lydia? What are you doing here?"



	"Hi, David," she said, a bit shyly.



	"You two know each other?" Dean Lengel asked in surprise.



	David explained, "Lydia... um... she knows about you, right?" he asked Lydia.



	"Of course. I had to tell her to get into the school."



	"Okay." Turning back to the dean, he continued, "Lydia was a member of the vampire family I visited while I was working on creating my potions for mastery."



	"Oh, I see. So, you're aware already of why I called you in here, then."



	"Well, let me take a stab at it. We're trying to keep Lydia's nature a secret, and you want me to look out for her, to make sure we can avoid problems like we had with me... and Bob... and... how many others?"



	Dean Lengel chuckled. "Yes, I know. We keep trying this, and it almost never works. But at least she can get settled into the school before the trouble starts."



	"Right. Um... what about her feeder?" he asked. To Lydia, he said, "I assume you brought one with you..."



	"I did," she said. "He's living down in Gorumshead."



	"Okay." Turning back to the dean, he asked, "Has she been through orientation?"



	"Did you see her?" Dean Lengel asked.



	David chuckled. "No. But there were some six hundred students, so I figured I'd ask."



	Dean Lengel nodded. "She felt it best not to attend. If you don't mind, I'd like you to give her the grand tour."



	"Still trying to keep me as Information Officer, huh? I do have other duties now, you know," he said, grinning at her to show he was teasing.



	"It's registration day. How much trouble could there be yet?"



	"Oh, we've had a few incidents. Nothing the team can't deal with. And I know that you're aware that I've already completed my own registration..."



	"Well... I did ask them..."



	"Uh-huh," David replied. "Okay, I'll show her the ropes. Is she staying in Griffin Dorm?"



	"Yes. Room B13."



	David nodded. "By your leave, ma'am," David said, then turned to Lydia. "Come on, I'll show you the campus. If you're nice, I'll even buy you lunch."



	"Lunch is free," Lydia objected.



	"Okay, fine. You can buy me lunch," David said. Lydia giggled.



	As they were exiting the office, Dean Lengel called out, "David?"



	Lydia walked out to Tracy's desk while David turned back to the dean.



	"As a member of the staff, you don't need to knock to enter my office. You can just come in."



	David shook his head. "Thank you, Emile, but no. Even if you weren't my boss, I was raised to always knock on a closed door before entering."



	Dean Lengel shook her head at him. "Okay, but don't feel the need to wait for a reply, at least. Just knock and come in."



	"Okay. I'll try to remember. Keep in mind, I've been knocking and waiting for five years now."



	"You'll adjust. You always do."



	David would have blushed at that comment, but he just grinned in embarrassment, and then left the office.



	As David led Lydia out of Beckett Hall, he asked, "How are you going to protect yourself from the sun?"



	Lydia reached under her cloak, which she had chosen instead of a full coat, and pulled out a hat. The hat had a wide brim, and hanging down from it was a fine mesh. The hat was Woodward blue, but the mesh was white.



	"This has been magically enchanted to keep out the sun," she said. "I'll have to wear it at all times when I'm outside before sunset."



	David nodded. "The school approved this? Hats are against the dress code..."



	Lydia replied, "I know. Yes, they approved it as 'necessary for good health'. In other words, if I don't have it, I'll spend all my time in the infirmary," she said with a smile.



	David grunted. "I did that, anyway. At least Annie is nice."



	"Annie?"



	"Sorry, Healer Hall, the lady who runs the infirmary here. I saw enough of her that we're on a first-name basis."



	"As a staff member, aren't you on a first-name basis with everyone?"



	David paused. "I hadn't thought of that. But, no. I would still refer to most of my professors as 'Professor'. There are only a few who have explicitly asked me to use their first name. Anyway, let's begin the tour. Obviously you've seen Beckett Hall. We'll just walk around this level until we've seen everything."



	"Sounds good to me," she said.



	As they walked, and David stopped and talked about each building, he finally asked, "So... why did you choose to come to Woodward? This is a long way from home..."



	"I'm not overly fond of my home anymore, so that's not really a problem. After I graduate, I plan on finding a new family to live with. Or perhaps starting my own."



	"Okay... but why Woodward?"



	"Well, Woodward has a reputation for being open to non-humans in general, and us less-loved non-humans in particular. And, since you had been in the middle of an apprenticeship, I knew that I might be able to find someone to apprentice me in potions. The families don't mind paying you, you understand, but it'd be really good if we had at least one potion maker within the families, so we didn't have to rely on others so much."



	David nodded. "Have you shown an aptitude for potions?"



	"I haven't tried any yet. But I watched you work while you were with us, and it looked like something I could do."



	"Okay. I don't know if Sa... erm, if Prof. Stott is looking for a new apprentice, but perhaps one of the other Potions teachers is."



	"Is that one of the professors that's asked you to use their first name?" Lydia asked astutely.



	"Demanded it, really," David said with a grin.



	"Oh," she said.



	With that, the two of them continued to walk and view the campus.


	
 

	 

	...The first four robbers had been subdued, but now David was faced with the last two. Garibaldi was lying on the ground, injured but not dead. David held his sword in his hand, waiting to see what the robbers would do. One of them turned to finish off Garibaldi.



	As the robber raised his wand to begin the hex, David lunged. He swung with all of his might, and the head of the robber slid cleanly off his neck, tumbled down his body, and rolled onto the ground. As the body crumpled, David turned to see the head, which was now looking up at him.



	Instead of seeing the robber's face, however, David saw Prof. Hellerhan staring up at him. David lurched in surprise, and stepped back. He kicked something with his foot, and he turned to see the head of yet another member of the old Board of Discipline, also staring blankly up at him.



	David turned away from that, only to find another member's head, floating in front of him, eyes cloudy white, mouth hanging open. David spun, to see the fourth and fifth members in exactly the same condition. In a raspy, high-pitched, far-away voice, they asked in unison, "What have you done?"


	
 

	

	David lurched awake. He sat up and looked around the room, not actually seeing anything. Suddenly he felt a hand on his arm and he turned in panic, to see Olissa looking at him in concern.



	"What are you doing here?" he demanded.



	"Nice to see you, too," she said warmly, and with a smile.



	David turned away from her, to climb out of bed. He went into the bathroom to splash some water on his face. He avoided looking in the mirror. He didn't want to see what his eyes looked like just then. Finished, he went back into the bedroom.



	"How'd you get in here, anyway?"



	"You gave me and Flo access, remember?" she said, sitting up.



	David grunted. He had enchanted his door to allow both Olissa and Flo to come and go as they pleased. He had not included Gwen in that group, but then, he didn't expect her to want to come into his dorm room - more of an apartment - in the middle of the night.



	"So why are you here? Usually you ask to sleep over."



	"Are you upset that I'm here?" she asked in concern.



	David sighed. "Now is really not the time to play word games with me, Olissa."



	"Was it the dream again?" she asked.



	"What dream?" he snapped.



	"Your nightmare. About the robbery."



	"How do you know about that?" he demanded. He hadn't told anyone. Except...



	"Jailla told Bispy. Bispy told me."



	"Jailla's going to get a stern talking-to in the morning," David growled. He sat down on the bed. Olissa maneuvered herself to sit next to him.



	"So was it?" she persisted.



	"Yeah," he replied. He wasn't really mad at her, or even upset that she was there, but anytime after that dream, he felt completely out of sorts.



	"You want to talk about it?"



	"Not really."



	"It might help..."



	"I can't see how."



	"What happens in the dream?" she asked.



	David sighed. "The robbery. Only this time, they've actually hurt Joe. And when the guy goes to finish him off, instead of just nicking him with the tip of my sword, I lop his entire head off."



	"Well, that's just the dream trying to make things worse than they really were," Olissa offered.



	"Yeah, but after that, it gets really weird."



	"Oh?"



	"The guy's head falls on the ground, and it rolls around to look up at me, but it's not the guy anymore. It's Prof. Hellerhan."



	"From the Board of Discipline?"



	"That's the asshole."



	"Well, that's... uh..." Olissa said, uncertain.



	"And then I step back from that head, and I kick another head, which is another member of the Board. And then suddenly, the heads are floating around me, all members of the Board from last year. And they scream at me."



	"What do they say?" she asked.



	"'What have you done?'" he replied, then shivered.



	Olissa nodded. For a long moment, they sat in silence. "I think I get it," Olissa said.



	"Really? 'Cause I don't."



	"Last year, the Board was giving you all sorts of grief whenever you had to take violent action. Your brain is just using them to torment you over the death of that guy. You were protecting your friend, David. You did the right thing."



	David shook his head in annoyance. People had been telling him that since the incident. He knew it, intellectually. Emotionally, he was having difficulty. Besides...



	"That can't be all of it," he said.



	"Why not?"



	"Because it doesn't feel like a complete answer. Why have them show up as dead? There's got to be a reason they've been put in that place."



	"Well, last year, didn't you want them gone more than once?" she asked softly.



	David grunted in grim amusement. "But I never wished them dead."



	"Are you sure? Not even after the battle?"



	David was about to respond, but stopped himself.



	"I don't know," he admitted.



	Olissa nodded. "Perhaps you haven't forgiven them for letting people die, any more than you've forgiven yourself."



	"For what?" he asked.



	"Killing that robber."



	"Why would I need to forgive myself for that?" he asked crossly. "He got what he deserved."



	"Yes, he did. He was trying to kill someone else, and you stopped him. But you know that you're not the judge, jury, or executioner, and you feel like you stepped too far. But you weren't meaning to kill him, David. It was, basically, an accident. Isn't that what the board of inquiry said?"



	"People talk too goddamned much," David grumbled. She had to have gotten that information from Joe.



	"I'm your friend, and I'm worried about you. Why are you keeping this inside?" she asked.



	"Because it's my problem," he said.



	"Do you ever let me deal with my problems without trying to help?" Olissa asked, not unkindly.



	David bobbed his head back and forth, and then finally said, "No. But-"



	"No 'but," she said, in a differen tone.  "You don't let me struggle alone because you care about me. I'm not going to let you struggle alone, either, because I care about you. It's not fair for you to try to work through these things by yourself. It's not fair to us, and it's not fair to you."



	"Us?"



	"Your friends," she said after a long pause.



	"Oh."



	"C'mon. Let's go back to bed. You'll feel better about it in the morning."



	"I highly doubt that," he said.



	Olissa frowned, but pulled him back under the covers and cuddled closely with him. They kissed for a very long moment, and then they settled together and fell asleep. This was a bit unusual for David; once he was awake, he had a tendency to stay that way. He had been overly stressed of late, however, and his body decided it needed a bit more recovery time. He didn't worry about why as he slipped gently back into slumber.



 

	

	"And respect... and down," Prof. Teller said. David bowed to JoAnne and then relaxed, his sword hanging down by his side, his buckler resting against his leg.



	"Well, that was a nice, solid warm-up to get us started for a new year, now wasn't it?" Prof. Teller asked. Without bothering to wait for an answer, he said, "Not that I expected any less from the two of you. I hope you understand, JoAnne, why this training cannot be a formal class. With David unable to guarantee his participation, it simply wouldn't be fair to either of you. Unfortunately, it does mean that you are not receiving credit for this training."



	"What kind of credit would we actually receive, anyway?" David asked.



	Prof. Teller replied, "Well, with the school, of course. You'd have it on your record that you took an Advanced Sword and Staff class."



	"Instead, I can say that I trained directly with a Sword and Staff master. How is this not a better recommendation?" JoAnne asked.



	Prof. Teller grinned. "Thank you for the compliment. And I would happily write any letters of recommendation that either of you needed. Still, I feel bad that no official recognition can go to the work you're putting in. The two of you were the only ones from last year who both continued on, and that I would have invited to the Advanced class. Once again, I'm not having an Advanced class."



	"Sorry about that, Professor," David said.



	"Not your fault, David. Well, actually..." Prof. Teller said, then grinned. "But not something you should worry about. You certainly have a full work load as it is. How are you adapting to your new responsibilities?"



	"Let's just say I need the stress release this training provides, and leave it at that," David said.



	Prof. Teller chuckled. "Quite. Okay, what I want you to do for next time, is to go and have your swords, daggers, and staffs enmagicked. In order to learn some of the more powerful advanced techniques, we will need to employ magic through our weapons. Plus, let's face it: It's faster to aim your sword and chant a spell than to have to pull your wand."



	"Amen to that," David said, realizing that, had he had this ability during the robbery, the robber would not be dead now.



	"So. That may take a while, given there are two of you, with at least three objects each. Let me know when both of you have done that, and we'll schedule our next training session. Okay?"



	"Yes, sir," they both replied.



	"Good! Now, you both did well today. Keep up the good work." He shook both of their hands, and then he left them.



	JoAnne relaxed visibly after Prof. Teller had left. She then rubbed her neck. "Damn, I forgot how hard this is."



	David grinned. "You want me to rub your neck for you?"



	"Would you? I turned wrong during sparring, and my neck's feeling it."



	David massaged her neck, and he asked, "You doing anything now? Like a class, I mean?"



	"No. I'm fully DS this year, without combat class."



	"I really am sorry about that."



	"Don't worry about it. You're doing what you're supposed to be doing."



	David grunted. "Sometimes I wonder." After a pause, during which he continued to work on her neck, he said, "Anyway, why I was asking. Since you don't have anything, you want to go down to town and get Mr. Wormwood started on our weapons?"



	"Sure. I don't want to have any more downtime than necessary."



	"I'm gonna feel funny, walking around without a weapon," David admitted.



	"You carry yours?"



	"I'm a security officer," he said simply.



	"Oh. Right. Yeah, I guess you would want to have it at all times."



	"Speaking of that, I'm kind of surprised that Dean Lengel didn't tap you for this year's DIRT."



	"She tried," JoAnne admitted.



	"Still don't want to get into it, huh?" he asked, but gently.



	"Actually, I wanted to try out for the Leadership League, and I know the two jobs are incompatible, so..."



	"Wow. Did you get in?"



	"Yeah. I was kind of hoping you'd try out, until I heard what you were already doing."



	David nodded. The Leadership League was misnamed, as they weren't really leaders. Each magical academy had a Leadership League: ten upper-level students whose job it was to secure the Melancon Trophy.



	The trophy, in itself, was a meaningless hunk of metal and stone. What it represented, however, was very big. Possession of the Melancon Trophy by any school indicated that it was the premiere school of wizardry in the land. For the last twenty years, Woodward Academy had held the trophy. Over the summer, it had been captured. Its protection had been the sole responsibility of the League. School security was forbidden from taking part in its protection, or its recapture. The League at Woodward was, David had heard, training hard to prepare for an assault on Madchen Hall, the school which had stolen the trophy... and Prof. Fibblebitz's new home. David knew that Madchen Hall must have worked liked crazy to raise a team good enough to go up against Woodward. They wanted to develop a name for themselves, and there was only one target for doing that: Woodward Academy.



	David shook his head at JoAnne. "Not my kind of thing, anyway."



	"Really? I would have thought your loyalty to Woodward would have compelled you to join."



	"Woodward Academy is as good a school now as it was the day before the trophy was stolen. It'll be just as good tomorrow, or ten years from now. I understand the point of the League, but it's not the kind of thing I'd spend my time on."



	"You think I'm wasting my time?" JoAnne asked.



	"Not if it's important to you. I don't think there's anything wrong with the League. It just wasn't a priority for me."



	"Oh. Okay."



	"Anyway, let's get showered, and we'll meet up outside, okay?"



	"Sure. Give me... a half hour?"



	"Fine."


	
 

	

	Once David and JoAnne had finished with Mr. Wormwood, it was late enough that David invited JoAnne to have dinner at the Slyther Inn with him.



	"What can I get you folks?" the waitress asked in a friendly tone.



	They both ordered, and then she went away to get their food. David sighed.



	"It just doesn't seem like the same place since Bonnie left," he admitted.



	"Where'd she go?"



	"She's working as a scribe in Bolmont now."



	"Oh. Well, I'm sure the new woman is just as good."



	"Oh, no doubt. She's just... not Bonnie."



	JoAnne smirked, but said nothing more.



	As they ate, the two talked about school, and JoAnne's family, along with other minor things. Carefully avoided was the topic of the battle the previous school year.



	Finally, near the end of dinner, David asked, "Hey, there's a concert here in town next week. Would you like to go with me?"



	"Sure," she said without much thought. "What day?"



	"Next Friday. The concert starts at seven. Would you want to eat first?"



	"Yeah, probably a good idea."



	"So... meet at 5:30, have dinner... well, I'll let you pick the place for dinner. Wherever you'd like."



	"Okay, sounds good. What kind of concert is it?"



	"Honestly? I'm not sure. The flyer said they were using magical instruments. Since I've only seen one of those, I don't really know what it'll sound like."



	"Oh. Well, that'll be interesting, then."



	David smiled, and then they went on to talk about other things.


	
 

	

	David was studying a book on advanced aquamandy when his mirror buzzed.  He picked it up, wondering who the hell was calling him at this hour of the night.



	"Hello?" he said, then saw the image.  "Hey, Joe.  What's wrong?"



	"Hey, David.  Sorry to wake you.  There's been a rape there in Gorumshead."



	"You didn't wake me.  Who was the victim?"



	"A woman who was walking home from the Slyther Inn earlier this evening.  I've sent Vivian up there to join you.  On rape cases, we like to try to put a female officer in front of the victim, so you may have to take a back seat on the questioning, but the investigation is still yours to run."



	"Understood.  How long before Vivian gets here?"



	"She left about a half hour ago."



	David nodded.  "Okay.  I'll meet her down at the inn, just to save some time."



	"You can't start questioning anyone..." Joe reminded him.



	"I know, but I can wait there for her, instead of having her come here on campus to get me when she arrives.  It's just faster, and I think in this case, faster is probably better."



	"True enough.  Okay.  Run with it."



	"I'll keep you informed."



	David fogged off with Joe, contacted Vivian to let her know where he'd be, then he grabbed his coat and headed out.  While he was on his way, he mirrored Tanya, to let her know that he would be off duty.  She reminded him that, as it was Saturday night, he was off duty anyway.  He shook his head about that as he made his way down on the rock lift.



	I'm just not used to this whole thing of having time off.



	By the time Vivian arrived at the Slyther Inn, David had already consumed a full mug of pumpkin ale, a non-alcoholic seasonal drink that took a bit of getting used to, but was rather tasty.  He waved her over when he saw her come in the door.



	"You ready?" she asked, her tone serious and businesslike.



	David set some granas on the bar to pay his tab, then turned to her.  "Let's go."



	Once they were outside, he asked, "Do we know anything more than that she was raped?"



	"Nope."



	After a few more steps, David asked, "Is there something wrong?  You don't seem yourself this evening."



	"Rape.  It's one of my... pet peeves, shall we say?  I was almost raped when I was younger.  It's not a fun experience."



	"I'm sorry," David said, meaning it.  Vivian smiled slightly at him in gratitude, before turning back and leading him off toward the home of the victim.



	When they arrived, it was clear that the woman was distraught.  There were tears streaming down her face, and it was almost impossible to understand her through her crying.  She led them into the house, and they sat on the couch while she sat in a chair across from them.



	"What can you tell us?" Vivian asked softly.



	The woman tried to talk, but she simply couldn't get any words out.  Vivian looked at David, unclear of how to proceed.  David looked around at the home; the woman had no pictures of friends or family showing.  He wondered if she was all alone.  Taking a guess, he moved over toward her and knelt beside her chair.  He very gently took her hand and squeezed it.



	"It's okay.  We have all night.  Let it out, if you need to.  We'll wait."



	The woman looked at him with gratitude, and held onto his hand tightly as she wept.  She cried for several minutes, during which time David looked between her and Vivian, who sat there, unsure of exactly what to do.



	Finally, the woman's sobs turned to sniffles.  David handed her a tissue, and then he moved to sit on the coffee table, but off to one side, both so that he was not crowding the woman, and so that Vivian could see past him to the victim.



	When it looked as if the woman was ready to talk, Vivian asked again, "What can you tell us?"



	The woman said, "Not much, really.  I was walking home, alone, from the Slyther Inn.  I'd been there for most of the evening, just watching the people go in and out.  That's something I do, it just passes the time."  She looked to David, who nodded, to indicate that he understood.



	"When I left, nothing seemed different from the usual.  But about halfway home, this guy grabs me and drags me into the bushes, and..."



	The woman was very clearly on the brittle edge of losing it once again, and so David reached out and took her hand once more, squeezing.



	"We don't need the gory details," David told her.  She looked at him very gratefully for that.  "We only need to know two things, as far as the... um... 'actions' of the event."



	"Okay..." she said, waiting for him to continue.



	"Did he penetrate you?" David asked as neutrally as he could.  He was trying to take the emotion out of it, so that the woman could hold herself together.



	"Yes.  In... both."



	David nodded.  "And... excuse me, the law requires me to ask this.  Did you tell him to stop at any point?"



	"Yes, of course I did!  Repeatedly!" she said, indignant.  David squeezed her hand.



	"I'm sorry.  I know that sounds like a very mean question, but it changes which kind of crime he's charged with if you clearly told him to stop.  That's why I needed to know."



	The woman nodded at that explanation.



	"Did you get a good look at the man?" Vivian asked.



	The woman continued to look at David as she answered the question.  "No.  I got no look at him at all.  In fact, I couldn't even tell you with certainty that it was a human.  It could have been one of the other humanoid races."



	"He was that close, and you didn't see anything?" Vivian asked.  David shot her a look.



	"It was dark out.  I didn't have a firefly with me.  There were no houses with lights on nearby.  All I had was my wand, using a lux charm, and he knocked that out of my hand at the very beginning.  So, no, I didn't see anything.  How much can you see in the dark?"



	David squeezed her hand.  She refocused on him. "Did you notice anything about him?  A smell, the tone of his voice, the size of... anything..."



	She was as embarrassed by his question as he was.  "He wasn't unusually big or small... down there... no.  He was a big man, heavy, I mean.  He seemed strong, but then, I'm not really one to judge that kind of thing, I can barely open a pickle jar."  David nodded with a slight grin.  She said, "He smelled like alcohol, as if he'd been drinking heavily.  He kept his voice in a raspy whisper, so I couldn't tell what he sounded like.  Other than that... I don't know."



	David squeezed her hand one more time.  "That's good enough for now.  We may come back later to talk further.  If you remember any more details, mirror one of us."



	"I will, thank you."



	David let go of the woman's hand, and then, after some paperwork necessities, they took their leave.



	Once outside, David said, "I thought you were supposed to take the lead during questioning."



	Vivian frowned.  "Yeah, well, the agency's policy failed to take into account that I've never been any good at dealing with these issues.  Having been there, I know how I dealt with it, but I wasn't actually raped, and I just sank deeper into my studies at the time, shutting off social contacts and letting things scab over, emotionally.



	"And did that work?"



	"No."



	"I'm sorry," David told her, touching her arm gently.  She gave him a slight, brief smile, but it was clear that there was still pain there.  David said, "I'm also sorry for her, and us."



	"Why us?" Vivian asked.



	"Where the hell are we supposed to go from here?  We have, literally, no evidence at all.  She showered, so we have no forensic evidence to collect.  She was walking down a deserted street in the dark.  No one was close enough - or interested enough - to come to the aid of a screaming woman.  In either case, we have no witnesses.  We've got zilch."



	"Maybe someone saw a guy follow her out of the inn."



	"Maybe.  And that's pretty much our only shot at it.  If there's nothing there, then what the hell do we do with this case?  Tell her, 'Eh, sorry.  You didn't provide us with enough information to catch anyone.  Next time, make sure to get his name.'"



	"Welcome to the wonderful world of investigations," Vivian said sourly.



	"Not much wonderful about this," David muttered.



	"Come on.  Let's go back to the inn and talk to some people."



	"Okay."


	
 

	

	David was thoroughly upset.  Their talks with people at the Slyther Inn had not, in fact, turned up anything of use.  No one had seen or heard anything out of the ordinary.  It was as if the man had appeared out of nowhere, done what he'd done, and then gone away.  A canvas of the neighborhood where the attack had taken place was likewise unproductive.



	David had asked Joe for advice when he'd called to fill him in on the case, but Joe hadn't had anything useful to say, either.  He had suggested talking to the woman again, which David had done the following morning, but she hadn't been able to remember any additional details.



	And, David thought to himself, even if she could remember what he looked like, given that this is Dugerra, what's to say that the guy wasn't simply using a glamour to hide his appearance, anyway?  This is nuts!  How are we supposed to figure this shit out?



	David's mood was obvious to Tanya when she'd seen him in the office on Monday, and she had kept clear, knowing that whatever it was, she didn't want to get in the way of it until she knew her boss better.  On Tuesday, the mood seemed worse, but she was forced to interrupt his day, which did not make her happy.  She knocked on his office door.



	"Come in," the voice said curtly.  She opened the door.



	"David?" she asked, to get him to look up from his paperwork.



	David sighed, but he was polite in his response.  "What is it?"



	"There are some people here to see you.  Students, I mean."



	David cocked an eyebrow, but closed the folder in front of him and leaned back.  He closed his eyes for a moment, but that just let him see the poor woman's crying face once more.  He quickly opened his eyes again.  "Okay.  Show them in."



	Four people entered his office.  He only knew one of them.



	"Hey, JoAnne.  What's up?" he asked.



	She introduced her companions as other members of the Leadership League.  "The League asked us to come talk to you."



	"About?"



	"We need your help to recover the Melancon Trophy."



	"You know I can't do that," David told her.



	"Doesn't the school's reputation mean anything to you?" one of the guys asked.



	"The school's reputation has been minimally harmed by the loss of the trophy," David replied.  "We are still the best damned academy of magic in the worlds.  But even if I had the time and the desire to help out, you should know that I can't."



	"Why not?" JoAnne asked.



	"Look where you're standing!" David told her, motioning to his office.  "I'm a member of school security.  We are expressly forbidden from participating in the League's activities.  I can't help you guard it, I can't help you capture it."



	"But you're also a student of the school..." one of the others objected.



	"Yes, but the rules don't make any allowance for that.  The rule concerning school security has no wiggle room at all.  I can't help you.  And, even if we found a loophole where I could help, what would it say to the other schools that the only way for us to get the trophy back was to act like lawyers?"



	JoAnne frowned at that.  "Okay."



	"So that's it, then?" one of the other guys asked.  "You're just going to let us lose the trophy."



	"I didn't let you lose the trophy.  The members of the last League lost the trophy.  I wasn't even here when it was taken this summer.  What I'm telling you is that I cannot help you recover the trophy."



	The three guys with JoAnne grumbled and left.  JoAnne started to, but stopped at the door.  "David?" she asked quietly.



	David looked up at her.



	"You're not mad at me, are you?  They insisted I lead the group to ask you, since we know each other.  I told them what you'd told me ahead of time, but... they figured they could change your mind."



	"No, I'm not mad at you.  I'm just having a bad week.  I'll see you on Friday.  Did you pick a place for us to eat yet?"



	"Yeah.  I think you'll like it.  It's a small place, I doubt you've been there yet."



	"If it's not the Slyther Inn or the Mystic Wolf, then no, I'm sure I haven't," he said with a grin.



	JoAnne chuckled.  "Nope, neither of those.  Anyway, I need to get going.  Sorry we wasted your time."



	"Not your fault.  Good luck getting the trophy back."



	"Thanks."



	With that, JoAnne left, and David returned to his folder and his grumbling.


	
 



	For the next few days, David and Vivian had canvassed the entire section of Gorumshead where the crime happened, but no one had any information to offer.  It was really starting to piss David off.  What was he supposed to tell this woman if she asked how the investigation was going?



	David's mood was suffering, and it was clear to those who knew him.  Jailla was the first to say anything, though.



	"You're taking this too personally," he said.



	David jolted.  Jailla hadn't spoken to him all day.  David had been so intent on his work that he really hadn't noticed, until now.



	"What?" he asked, not really remembering what Jailla had said.



	"The case.  You're taking it too personally."



	"Of course it's personal.  It's my case.  I'm supposed to solve it."



	"Some things aren't solvable," Jailla said.



	"I don't believe that," David snapped.



	"Then why aren't you still dating Anne?" Jailla asked pointedly.



	"That was her choice!"



	"But a problem for you.  And apparently one that you cannot solve.  Thus, not all problems are solvable."



	"What's your point?"



	"It's not your fault if you can't find the rapist.  You have done everything you can think of to do.  You have done everything anyone else has been able to think of to do.  You have made every attempt at solving the crime.  Some things are simply not solvable," he repeated.



	"I'm a cop.  I can't accept that."



	"Why?"



	"Because I know that the information is out there.  Somebody knows something."



	"Yes.  There is one person who knows exactly who did it.  But that one person, even if you've met him, isn't likely to tell you."



	"All the magic at my disposal, and I can't find one fucking rapist.  What the hell good is it?"



	"You've been rather happy with it up to now," Jailla reminded him.  "You knew there were limits to your abilities coming into this job."



	"I didn't expect to not be able to do anything to help someone!" David replied heatedly.  Jailla ruffled his feathers, but didn't take the shouting personally.



	"Then your expectations were out of line," Jailla said calmly.  "You have told me many times about what police are like in Earth.  You knew that there would be times when things would not go your way.  This is one of those times."



	David glared at Jailla for a long moment.  Finally, he grabbed his coat and headed for the door to his dorm room.



	"Where are you going?" Jailla asked.



	"Out," David replied curtly.  There wasn't time for further discussion, as the door closed shortly after that.



	Jailla sat, staring at the door.  He wondered, briefly, if he should follow David.  He had the ability to get out the door: David had enchanted it to allow him passage at the same time he'd let Olissa and Flo through.  But, after only a brief consideration, he realized there was no point.  He had already said what needed saying.  David would simply have to work the rest out for himself.  Instead, he returned to eating his millet.


	
 



	David was no happier with his situation, but his mood had at least improved.  Flo had visited the previous night and helped him relieve some tension.  He knew that he had to come to terms with the idea that he wasn't going to find the rapist, but that was a very hard pill for him to swallow.



	At the moment, however, he was staring at two first-year students who had decided to practice their levitation on their roommate.  DIRT had brought them in after catching them in the act.



	"So what did you bring them here for?" David asked.  "This is a matter for the dean, unless you've already given them detention."



	"We figured it was worth more than two days' detention, since their roommate is in the infirmary," the DIRT captain said.  "But it's after hours.  Dean Lengel is not in her office."



	"Right," David said, nodding.  "Under these circumstances, they'll spend the night in the detention house.  Keep them separated, so they can't talk to each other.  Then you can come back and fill out lots of paperwork," David said with a grin.



	The DIRT captain groaned.  "Yes, sir."



	"Trust me, it could be worse.  Last year, I-" at that point, David was interrupted by his mirror buzzing.  "Just a sec," he told the captain, and then pulled out his mirror.  "Yes?" he said.



	Joe was on the other end of the line.  "David.  We have a report of a missing child up in the forest north of you.  Go, take the report, and see if you can find the kid."



	"Don't I have to wait for you to show up?" he asked.



	"Not in this case.  This isn't an investigation, this is more of a rescue, and time is essential.  They are waiting for you in the centaur village.  When you arrive, take charge of the situation, find out what happened, and then organize a search of the area.  We'll be along as soon as we can."



	David nodded.  "Understood.  I'm on my way."



	David put down his mirror and looked up at the DIRT captain.  "Anyway, go put them in detention.  I'll have the paperwork for you on Seth's desk.  It's not much, really.  Obviously, I won't be here when you get back."



	"Do you need help with the search?" the captain asked.  The other DIRT members nodded, backing up their captain.



	"I don't know yet.  I'll call you if I need you.  Thanks for offering."



	David rose as DIRT took the offenders away.  He grabbed his coat and headed out. He notified Tanya of the issue, asked her to come in and get the paperwork ready for DIRT, and then he focused forward on the task at hand.



	It didn't take David long to get to the centaur village in his glidecar.  He was considering finding a way to glamour the thing to look more official when he was using it this way, but hadn't come up with a good charm yet.  He could see a crowd of people and centaurs gathered around a large table, clearly set up for the situation.



	David stepped up to the table.  Others backed away, seeing his uniform.



	"Where are the parents?" David asked politely.  One man directed him over to one side, where a stricken man was trying to comfort a crying woman.  He went that way.



	"Sir, ma'am," David said.  "My name is David.  Your son is missing?  For how long?"



	"We're not sure," the man said.  His wife was incapable of speaking.  "We noticed he was gone about two hours ago, but we were doing other things, and he might have been gone for as long as five hours now."



	"Was there a fight?" David asked.



	"Yes.  He's been harping on me to get him a pet griffin.  I finally told him that there was no way he was going to get one.  He called me all sorts of names, and I yelled at him to go to his room until he could learn some manners."



	David nodded.  It was a typical reason for a child to run away from home.



	"How old is the boy?"



	"Eleven."



	"Does he know any magic?"



	"You know it's illegal for him to use magic," the father snapped.



	"Not in an emergency, it's not.  Does he know any?"



	"No, not that would help him.  He knows some... little tricks.  Illusions, mostly."



	David nodded.  "Did anyone see him leave your house?"



	"No."



	"What makes you think he's in these woods, then?"



	"He likes to play in them," the father said.  "The centaurs have seen him many times wandering around in there."



	David nodded.  "We'll do our best to find him."



	"Thank you," the father said.



	David stepped back over to the table.  "Who's been organizing the search so far?"



	The lack of any real response told David volumes.  "Okay, then... where have we already searched?"



	"No organized searching has been done yet," one of the humans said.  "We were waiting for... well, you, I guess."



	"You said no organized searching."



	"A few of us have wandered into the woods, calling the boy's name."



	"What is his name?" David asked, embarrassed that he hadn't asked that of the parents.



	"Ptolemy," the man said.



	"Christ," David said quietly.  "I'd run away just for being named Ptolemy."  The men around him chuckled.  Movement to his right caught his attention.  "Good evening, Dubnin," David said in some surprise.



	"I thought that was you," Dubnin said.  "Although I must say, it isn't much of a good evening."



	"Too true.  Have the centaurs seen the boy today?"



	"No."



	"Okay... who's your leader?"



	"They've put me in charge of helping."



	David nodded.  "Okay, does everyone know what the boy looks like?  Except me, that is.  I have no clue."



	The other man handed over the picture of the boy that the parents had given them a little while ago.  "It's been passed around," the man told him.



	David studied it.  The boy was an almost nondescript blond pre-teen.  There was nothing memorable in the picture at all.



	David handed the picture back, and then he looked down at the map.  He said, "The boy's had five hours to travel.  In the woods, an eleven-year-old... figure a mile every hour.  That's five miles of forest to search.  Seventy-five square miles or so of forest...  Ouch."



	"That's not feasible with the resources we have," Dubnin said quietly.



	"I know.  So we do two things.  First, we focus our search on his more likely paths.  Second, we call in more resources."



	"Who do we get?" the man across from him asked.



	David pulled out his mirror and called Tanya.



	"What is it, David?" she asked, stifling a yawn.



	"Sorry to wake you.  I need you to wake up the security team, and notify DIRT.  I want you to bring everyone except the on-duty security force to the centaur village.  We have a missing eleven-year-old boy, and he's probably lost in the woods."



	Tanya immediately perked up.  "Okay.  We'll be on our way there in fifteen minutes."



	"Good enough," he said, and fogged off with her.  "While we wait for them to arrive, we'll work out a search plan," David told the others.  "This is going to be tough work in the dark.  Where can we get some fireflies to help us?  I'd ask the ones at the school, but they don't like leaving the mountain."



	"We can borrow those used here in the village.  Most homes have a few."



	"Okay, good.  Dubnin, if you could ask your people to go collect their fireflies and bring them out here..."



	"I will."



	As Dubnin headed off, David looked back down at the map.  Catching their attention, he motioned the parents over.



	"How well does your son know this forest?" he asked them.



	"He plays in there a lot, but... I don't think he ever goes very deeply in," the father said.



	"The lake," the woman said, sobbing.  "He's drowned in the lake, I know it."



	"Would that be the ceremonial lake that the centaurs use?" David asked.  The father nodded.  "Does he like to go there?"



	"We've caught him there many times when he's run off."



	"He runs away a lot?"



	"Not really runs away.  He just likes to wander off and explore."



	"How good is his sense of direction?"



	"Lousy," the father said with a frown.



	David grunted.  That meant the child was almost certainly lost and unable to get back home, even if he was trying to.



	David looked up and saw only one of the centaurs nearby.



	"Excuse me, I don't know your name."



	"Jelbok, sir," the man said.  Clearly he was a younger centaur from his tone of voice.  It was hard for David to tell, as Dubnin didn't look any older than this centaur did.



	"What kind of dangers are in this forest?"



	"The usual wild animals.  There is nothing especially dangerous.  The waterfall at the lake could be a danger if he tried to climb out on the ledge.  It is very slippery."



	David nodded.  "Thank you."



	"Surely."



	"Okay, so at least we're not having to worry about tangle trees or something nasty like that."



	"As if wild animals aren't bad enough," the father said.



	David grunted.  Looking back down at the map, and then up at the men he had handy, he said, "Okay, I want to divide into teams of five people each.  I want one human in every group."



	"Why, may I ask?" Dubnin queried.



	"Communication," David said.  "Centaurs don't use mirrors, right?"



	"Correct," Dubnin said, a bit relieved, as he had thought David was disparaging his people.



	"We need to keep in touch at all times.  The humans can use their mirrors to keep us apprised of what's going on.  I also want one centaur in each group... who wouldn't mind bearing the child out on their back.  Chances are that the boy will be exhausted after five hours of wandering around, and we'll want to get him out of there as quickly as possible.  I know that not all centaurs are willing to bear riders, so please make sure there's at least one of you in the group who is."



	"For this, I think any of us would make an exception," Dubnin said.



	David nodded, then carried on.  "Okay, how many teams does that give us?"  After a quick count of the people gathered, he came up with six teams.  "With the people coming from the Academy, that gives us a total of nine teams.  These lines on this map, are these trails through the forest?"



	"Yes," Dubnin confirmed.



	"On the assumption that he would have stayed at least close to the trails, we will use those as our starting points."



	"But," the father objected, "if he was on a trail, why wouldn't he just follow it back?"



	"He could have gotten turned around.  He might think he is following it back, when he's actually walking farther and farther away.  Okay," he said, raising his voice so everyone could hear him.  "Let's form up the teams.  Don't take too long to figure this out, folks.  The longer we're standing here, the longer he's lost out there."



	While David was waiting for the people to show, he contacted Jailla.



	"I need you here.  We're looking for a lost boy.  You can cover ground much faster than we can."



	"I'll be there as soon as possible," Jailla said.  David fogged off, then he just leaned against the table, looking off into the distance.  He was trying to consider what else he could do, but at this point, there really was nothing.



	By the time the teams had formed up, the people from the academy were arriving.  David did a quick count.  "This is a bit more than I was expecting," David said to Tanya.



	"Word got around.  Do you object?"



	"Hell, no.  Okay, everyone.  I need six centaurs who are willing to carry the boy to switch out with our teams here."  Turning back to the students from the academy, he said, "Split into groups of four.  You six," he said, picking security team members, "will join the teams these centaurs came from.  The centaurs are here in case the boy needs to be carried out of the woods.  The boy has been gone for up to five hours.  There's a picture of what he looks like circulating.  In a minute, I'll give you a path to follow.  His name is Ptolemy: use it often.  Call out to him.  He may be injured, and unable to come to you, but still able to hear and respond.  Or, he may be walking in the wrong direction, and hearing your calls will help him out.  In any case, he's a little boy, it's cold out here, and we need to find him.  Everybody with me?"



	There was a general rumble of support.



	"Okay, then.  One by one, teams, come get an assignment."



	David was in the middle of assigning search areas when Joe and Vivian showed up with the rest of the Rimohrs from the office.



	"What have we got, David?" Joe asked.



	"Eleven-year-old boy, probably ran away due to an argument.  He's been gone for up to six hours, now.  I have twelve teams out looking for him, in groups of five.  Some of them left as long ago as twenty minutes.  The last is leaving now.  Head down this path," he said to the team, indicating which path on the map.  "When you get to this branch, take the path on the right."



	The team members nodded and then headed out.  David turned to see Agent Wilson among the rest.



	"Sir, I guess this is your show now..."



	Wilson shook his head negatively.  "You started it.  You finish it.  What do you want us to do?"



	"The mother is concerned that the boy has drowned in the ceremonial lake about a mile from here back toward the school.  If you guys could go check that out..."



	"If she's worried about drowning, why didn't you send someone immediately?" Joe asked.



	David dropped his voice so that there was no chance the mother would hear him.  "Because, frankly, if he's there, he was dead long before we were called in.  But it's possible he's just sitting there, looking at the lake or whatever, so we do need to check it out.  But I don't expect you to find anything."



	"Makes sense," Wilson said.  "I'll take a group to the lake.  I'll leave you Joe and Vivian to help out here."



	"Thanks, boss," David said.



	"C'mon, guys," Wilson said, and the Rimohrs headed out.



	David introduced Joe and Vivian to Dubnin, who was staying with David to keep track of things.



	"Any suggestions?" David asked Joe.



	"Have we called in any reinforcements?"



	"We have the centaurs, several neighbors of the family, the DIRT and the security team from the academy, and the officers from HQ.  I can't think of who else to call in.  I could call in my peg riders, but it's dark, and they wouldn't be able to see anything."



	Just then, Jailla swooped down and landed on David's shoulder, startling the others.



	"Oh, yeah, and one more asset.  Jailla, I'll let you decide what path to take.  We need to find this boy.  If you can get any of the other forest birds on your side, that would be great, too.  I don't know if that's actually possible..."



	"In a limited fashion," Jailla confirmed.



	"Okay.  Do what you can.  If you find anything, let me know."



	"Of course."



	With that, Jailla winged off into the woods.



	"Aren't you worried about him, out there by himself?" Vivian asked.



	"Yes, but we need his help.  It's a big forest.  I'm not sure how much, but I know he can communicate with normal birds.  If we can get the forest animals looking for him, too, then this probably won't take long."



	"Can he really do that?" Joe asked.



	"He said to a limited extent.  I don't know how much.  But I'll play every card in the deck if I have to."



	Joe nodded in complete agreement.



 



	It had been seven hours, with no luck.  Jailla had returned, too tired to continue the search.  He was napping on the map table at the moment, surrounded by the remnants of the lagoonberries one of the remaining centaurs had given him.



	The search teams had reported in regularly, but they had no news.  They had neither seen nor heard the boy, despite repeated calling.  David was grumbling now; he wasn't sure what else to try.



	With one last call on the mirror, he slumped.  "We have a problem," he said quietly to Joe and Vivian.



	"What is it?" Vivian asked.



	"The search teams have reached the edges of the forest.  That's a good twelve miles out for most of them.  The boy couldn't have walked that far in this amount of time."



	"So he wasn't in there to begin with," Joe said, frowning.



	"Not necessarily.  The paths leave a lot of forest uncovered.  We assumed he'd use them as a convenience.  Maybe he didn't want to be found, or maybe he got lured off by something he saw.  In any case, just because we haven't found him, doesn't mean he's not there."



	"So what do you want to do?" Agent Wilson said, hearing the last of the conversation.  He and the other Rimohrs had searched areas around the lake, and other small areas not associated with the forest.  They were the least suspicious-looking, so wouldn't be hassled by people unaware of the missing boy.



	David looked down at the map, shaking his head.  After a moment, the head shaking slowed, until it stopped, and David was staring down at the map.



	Suddenly, David picked up his mirror and dialed.



	"Olissa Volaire, urgent." he said.  Using the urgent call would make sure that her mirror woke her from sleep if it was anywhere near her.



	"What are you-" Agent Wilson started to ask, but Joe raised his hand to interrupt his boss.  He could see the look of an idea on David's face, and didn't want to sidetrack him just now.



	"David?" Olissa asked, groggy, but starting to wake up.  She knew there had to be a problem; it was the first time anyone had ever used the urgent alarm on her mirror.



	"Sorry to wake you up.  I need you to bring me Bispy.  I'm down in the centaur village.  I need his unique skills."



	Olissa knew that full explanations could wait.  "We'll be there as fast as I can walk," she said.



	"My glidecar will be waiting for you at the bottom of the mountain," David said.



	"Okay."



	David fogged off with her, then walked over to his glidecar.  He pulled out the small booklet that had come with the car, which he kept in a compartment in the console.  He then used the charms that would activate the car's memory mode.  Since the last place he'd been was Woodward Academy, the car would go back there.



	Once the car was sent off, David turned back to the others.



	"Who's Bispy?" Agent Wilson asked.  The others also didn't know who David had asked Olissa to bring.



	For the first time in hours, David grinned.  "You'll see."


	
 



	It didn't take long for David's glidecar to return to the village.  David walked over as Olissa opened the door.  David could see that Bispy looked a bit sleepy.



	"Sorry to wake you both," David said, keeping his voice down.  "We have a missing child.  We've already walked the length of the forest trying to find him.  Bispy, you're a tracker.  Think you can find him for me?"



	Bispy snorted in derision at the notion that there was any question of his ability.  "For the right price," he said, as David had expected.



	"Of course.  I wouldn't dream of thinking you'd do it out of the goodness of your heart," he said, in a tone that clearly showed he was teasing Bispy.  The last thing he wanted to do was make him angry.



	"I will need something to scent off of, or the last place where only he was standing."



	David nodded.  "Come on."



	Up until now, Bisperion had been hidden in the glidecar.  The others had not interrupted while David had negotiated Bispy's services.  Now, for the first time, the others saw what Bispy was.



	"A dragon?" Agent Wilson asked.  "Are you crazy?"



	"We need a tracker," David said calmly.  "Since no one around here owns a hound dog, Bispy is our best option.  He's found people for me before.  There will be a price to pay, but I'll cover that if the department has a problem with it."



	"What does he want?" Joe asked curiously.



	"About two hundred granas' worth of steak, pork chops, sausage and other goodies.  There's a place in Earth I order from whenever I have to 'pay' him."



	Joe chuckled about that, and Vivian grinned.



	"This is not a good idea," Agent Wilson said.



	David looked at him.  "Why not?  More importantly, have you got a better idea?"



	After a long pause, Agent Wilson just walked away.



	"I guess he doesn't like dragons," David said.



	"Most people don't," Vivian said.  "Too many stories of dragons misusing their powerful nature."



	"Uh-huh," David said.  "And I wouldn't know anything about that," he said sarcastically, referring to himself.  Vivian blushed.



	Walking over to the parents, David said, "I need something of your son's.  Something that will have his scent on it.  The stronger the scent, the better."



	"I'll go get something," the husband said.  The wife stayed put, still too distraught to be much use.



	"Ma'am?" David asked, getting her attention.  "It is true that we haven't found your son by walking along the paths.  We are not giving up.  I've brought in a tracker, which is what we need the scent-object for."



	"A tracker?" she asked.



	David pointed to Bispy, who was curled up, resting, while he waited for the scent-object to be brought back.



	"He's a dragon," she said.



	"Yes.  But a friend."



	"Why would he care about finding my son?"



	"He doesn't.  I'm paying him," David admitted.  "But he knows he doesn't get paid unless he finds your son, so he is highly motivated."



	"Can he find Ptolemy?"



	"He's found people before," David confirmed.



	"I don't care if you have to use a vampire, really.  I just want my son back."



	David interpreted this to mean that she hated vampires even more than dragons.  He nodded, patted her gently on the shoulder, and then headed back to the table.  Olissa was drinking hot chocolate - the centaurs didn't drink coffee - trying to stay awake and looking down at the map.



	"Sorry to interrupt your sleep," he told her quietly.



	"It's okay.  How long have you been out here?"



	"Eight hours or so."



	"Think we can find him?" she asked.



	"I'm pretty sure Bispy can find him, but I have a much less pleasant concern on my mind."



	"What's that?"



	"That boy's been out there for between ten and thirteen hours now.  Sure, we will find him.  Will he be alive when we do?"



	Olissa frowned.



	The father returned shortly, holding a sheet.  "Mary'd already washed clothes today, but his sheets should still have his scent on them, right?"



	"I would think so," David said.  "Bispy!" he called out, to let the dragon know it was time to go to work.  The father looked a bit nervous as Bispy approached, but he held out the sheet for the dragon to smell.  Bispy winced after a single sniff.



	"What's the matter?" David asked.



	"The smell is overpowering," Bispy told him.  "Now, I will need to try to find his scent in this area."



	"We'll wait here.  Once you find his trail, just let us know, okay?"



	Bispy merely nodded and moved off toward the treeline.



	"What's he going to do?" the father asked.



	"He's trying to find your son's trail.  Once he does, we'll go in and get him out."



	"So he's not going in by himself, then," the father wanted to be clear on this point.



	David sighed.  "No, sir."



	"Okay, then."  The father walked back over to his wife.



	"Even in the middle of a crisis, when being helped out, people just can't get over their prejudices.  Think it would freak him out completely if I went over and told him I was a demighost?"



	Joe chuckled.  "Probably."



	David shook his head in annoyance.



	It didn't take too long for Bispy to find the boy's scent.  David turned to the others.



	"Olissa, you should stay here."  Olissa nodded, understanding that she would slow them down.



	"Dubnin... I'll need a centaur."



	"I will go myself," Dubnin said.



	"I want to go with you," the boy's father said.



	"Sir, this is not the-"



	"I'm not letting some dragon poke around at my son without me being there to protect him!"



	David growled, "That dragon is here to help you out.  A little fucking gratitude would be in order!"



	The man stepped back, startled by David's anger.



	"Now, we will go in, and we will bring your son back to you.  You will merely be in our way.  Boss, who do you want to go with me, just in case?"



	"You pick.  It's your show," Agent Wilson said supportively.



	David looked back and forth, then said, "Vivian, you look like you're in better shape than Joe is."



	"Ouch," Joe said.



	"Well, stop eating so many donuts," David told him with a malicious grin.



	"Double-ouch!" Joe said with a chuckle.



	"Okay, are we ready?" David asked.  Dubnin and Vivian both nodded.  "Let's go, then."



	The three of them walked over to where Bispy was, and David just motioned the dragon forward.  Bispy immediately headed into the trees, his nose aimed toward the ground, but not in the manner of a dog, rather simply angled in that direction.



	The three walked behind Bispy, not really saying anything to each other.  After a while, David had a question.



	"Bispy... do you have any notion from his scent trail how far away he is?"



	"The scent is several hours old, and there aren't any strong spots.  This means he was traveling in a constant fashion.  Other than that, no, I don't know where he is.  Only that he traveled past here."



	"Okay," David said.  He related this information to the others, and then they lapsed back into silence.



	It took an hour of walking along a path before Bispy turned off into the rough brush.  Their travel slowed greatly at that point.



	"The boy was following something," Bispy said.



	"What?" David asked.



	"An animal of some kind.  The scent is unfamiliar to me."



	It took another half hour, but finally, they saw him.



	"Ptolemy?" David called.  The boy had fallen down an embankment, and his foot was caught under a rock.



	"Mm-hmm," the boy said quietly.  David sensed not pain, but fear.



	Just then, Bispy's head snapped around.  David caught movement out of the corner of his eye, and turned his head fractionally to see the shape sliding through the darkness, moving away from them in silence.  That anything that big could move through such thick forest without making a noise...



	"I see it," he told Bispy, who kept his eyes focused on it.



	After the shadow had faded into the night, David made his way carefully down the embankment until he had reached the boy.  Ptolemy's foot was wedged under a large rock, which the boy had no hope of moving.



	"Well, how'd you do this?" David asked him lightly.



	"I fell down the hill," he said, very quietly.  "When I stopped rolling, I was here.  I can't get it out."



	"We've been looking for you all night," David told him.



	"I know.  I heard you," the boy whispered.



	"Why didn't you call out?" David asked.



	"I didn't want the monsters to get me," he replied seriously.



	"What monsters?" David asked.



	"I don't know what they are, but I've seen their shadows.  They've been moving around me all night.  I think they're waiting for me to fall asleep, so they can eat me."



	David nodded.  He knew the boy wasn't just making stories up; David had seen something at the top of the hill, and Ptolemy's description fit exactly what he'd seen.



	"How many of the monsters did you see?"



	"Only one at a time, but they would make noises back and forth, so there had to be... at least four, I think."



	David nodded.  "What did they sound like?" he asked.



	"They kind of... barked.  I mean, not really like a dog, but it was that kind of noise."



	David nodded again.  "Okay, so, what say we get you out from under this rock?  Did you try digging out underneath your foot?"



	"Yeah, but it's just more rock.  It's too hard to dig out."



	"Well, then I guess we do it the other way," David said.



	"What's the other way?" Ptolemy asked.



	"We just cut off your foot," David said with a grin.  "They can grow it back in the infirmary.  Might take a few months..."



	David saw first the look of panic on Ptolemy's face, then the realization that David was pulling his leg, so to speak.  "Aw, c'mon, you're not gonna do that."



	David chuckled.  "No.  I'm just going to lift the rock.  As soon as I do, pull your foot out."



	Ptolemy nodded.  David cast a levitation charm, and the rock nudged ever so slightly upward.  It was a very large rock, and the charm David had chosen almost wasn't up to the task.  Ptolemy was, however, able to pull his foot free.  As soon as he did, David set the rock back down.



	"Can you walk?" David asked.  Ptolemy tried to stand up, but he couldn't put any weight on his leg.  He screamed in pain briefly, and collapsed.  "I'll take that as a no," David told him.  "On the bright side, this means you get to ride a centaur tonight."



	"Really?" Ptolemy asked.



	"Really.  My friend Dubnin has agreed to carry you out of here.  You should thank him; Centaurs don't like carrying riders."



	"Oh.  I didn't know that."



	David lifted the boy and carried him up the hill.  It was a bit of a struggle, but they made it.  David and Dubnin worked together to get Ptolemy situated properly on Dubnin's back.



	"You should hang on," Dubnin told him.  "I will go slowly, but it will be a bumpy ride."



	"'Kay," the boy said, and grabbed Dubnin around the chest.



	As they were on their way back, David looked to see that Ptolemy had actually fallen asleep holding onto Dubnin.  This gave David a chance to talk more freely.



	"Dubnin," David started, "would you happen to know if there are any other races living nearby?  Other than centaurs and humans, I mean."



	"I would most certainly know if there were," Dubnin confirmed, "and there are not.  Why do you ask?"



	"It's nothing.  Just checking out a hunch."



	"I see," Dubnin said, though he didn't.



	The reunion back at the village was emotional.  The parents were hugging their son and thanking everyone in sight.



	"What happened to him?" the father asked, while Mary was hugging her son to pieces.



	"He fell down an embankment and caught his foot under a rock.  You'll want to have a healer look at it."



	"Why didn't he use his mirror to call us?" the father asked in frustration.  David handed him the mirror, which was in shards.  "Oh."  For a long moment, there was an uncomfortable pause.  "Listen," the father said, "I'm sorry about what I said about your dragon..."



	"He's not my dragon.  He's just a friend of mine.  Not all dragons are trouble for humans.  Not all humans are trouble for dragons.  Not everyone of any group is the same.  I mean, really, look at me.  I'm a demighost, and I haven't killed anyone all night."



	David watched for, and received, the look of utter shock on the man's face.  He smiled, nodded, and walked away.



	"Thank you, Bispy.  Your payment will be ordered in the morning."



	"It had better be," Bispy told him.



	"I'll take you two home in just a minute," David told Olissa, who nodded and yawned.



	David turned back to Joe, Vivian and Agent Wilson, and motioned them off to one side.



	"First off, is there anything else I need to do here?" David asked.



	"Nope.  No crime was committed or anything.  We were just here to rescue the kid.  He's rescued, so we can go home," Agent Wilson told him.



	"Okay.  One more thing.  Vivian, did you see it, in the woods?"



	"I'm not sure what I saw," she told him.  "I saw something, though."



	David nodded.



	"What are you talking about?" Joe asked.



	David said, "Boss, I think you need to contact... someone.  I'm not sure who to tell."



	"Tell what?" Agent Wilson asked.  "What did you see in there?"



	"Werewolves."


	
 



	"...I mean, really, the music as a whole was a mess," JoAnne said.  "They were so intent on showcasing the magical nature of their instruments that they forgot to actually make music."



	David nodded to her as they approached the door to her dorm room.  "Yeah, it was bad.  I'm sorry it wasn't better."



	JoAnne looked at him funny.  "It wasn't your fault.  You had no way to know they were going to suck.  Anyway, you want to come in?"



	"Sure," David said.  JoAnne led him in, and continued over toward the couch.



	"Close the door for me, would you?" she said.



	David turned to close the door, and when he turned around, JoAnne was right in front of him.  She pressed him against the door and locked her lips to his, kissing him passionately.  Her tongue was quickly demanding entrance into his mouth.  He granted it, and their tongues were soon dancing feverishly together.



	David pushed off from the door, but did not break his kiss with JoAnne.  The two of them wobbled their way over to the couch before they separated.



	JoAnne took hold of David's pants and undid them, shoving them roughly off his hips.  She was more careful with his underwear, but just as quick.  Now he was standing before her, naked from the waist down.



	"Sit," she told him.  David did so, and she moved with him, kneeling in front of him.



	David didn't need to ask what she had in mind, as her fingers were already wrapping gently around his cock.  She stroked him a few times, bringing him the rest of the way to hardness, and then she plunged her mouth down onto his staff, her head bobbing rapidly as she took more and more of him in.  She finally got more than half his dick in her mouth, then she started to suck as she moved on him, doing her best to pull the cum from his balls.



	David sat, his eyes closed, his fists clenched, fighting off his climax.  He didn't want to come too quickly; it felt much too good.  It was a losing battle, however, as her lips and tongue worked him over, driving him toward his peak.  Finally, with a loud grunt, he came, blasting his cum into her mouth.



	JoAnne kept up her sucking, swallowing every drop of his jism, until his spasms stopped and he relaxed back into the couch.  She kept him in her mouth for a while, licking off the remnants of his cum, before she finally let his pole slip from between her lips.



	JoAnne rose from her spot, thinking to crawl into David's lap, but he was having none of that.  He took hold of her arms, then pulled and pushed her until she was lying on the couch with him kneeling above her.  He undid her pants, and began to drag them off her hips.  She lifted up to help him, and he took her panties off with her pants, so that she, too, was nude below the waist.



	David gently pried JoAnne's legs apart, and then he bent forward, his tongue swiping strongly along the entire length of her slit.  JoAnne moaned in pleasure, loving the feel of his tongue against her.  He kept up his ministrations for a while, before he finally moved his mouth up to her clit, flicking his tongue rapidly across the little nubbin.



	JoAnne cried out loudly in joy at the feelings washing over her.  Her body was tingling with the sensations, and her hips were rocking against David's face.  He began to suck on her clit as he slid his finger deep into her cunt, beginning to slide it rapidly in and out.  She immediately rose to a new level of passion, her body shuddering as it approached orgasm.



	It was only a few more seconds before JoAnne screamed out and her hips bucked against David.  His hand was flooded with her juices, and he had to stop licking her clit because she was moving too much.



	David took his finger out of her pussy, and then he pulled off his shirt.  He took a moment to extricate himself from his pants, and also pulled hers all the way off.  Finally, as she was still mostly out of it, he unbuttoned her blouse and began to caress the skin of her stomach.



	JoAnne mewed at the feel of his touch, once she was aware of it.  She took hold of his arms and used them to pull herself to a sitting position.  Once upright, she shucked her blouse, and also rid herself of her bra.



	David took in the view of JoAnne's very nice tits, and then he cupped each one in his hand, squeezing them firmly.



	JoAnne moaned.  "Yeah, that's it.  No need to be gentle.  I want you to manhandle me!"



	David gave her tits a last, firm squeeze before he pushed her back down onto her back.



	"Well, I'm a man," he said, and then placed the head of his dick at her pussy.  "And this is my handle!"  With that, he shoved into her in one quick thrust.



	JoAnne screamed in pleasure at being filled up so rapidly.  He didn't give her any time to recover, but instead started slamming into her at full speed, rocking her deep into the couch cushions.  She was loving it, and she encouraged him to go deeper, to thrust harder.



	It didn't take too much of that before JoAnne was once again wailing in ecstasy, her body wracked with the throes of orgasm.  David slowed down, to let her recover, but he didn't take his dick out of her cunt.



	JoAnne, after she had mostly got her breath back, said, "You better not be done with me yet!"



	To answer her, David slammed his dick fully into her again, and she screamed in a small aftershock.



	"Let's change positions," David said.



	"Anything you want," she told him.



	David got up off her, and then he looked around.  He pulled her up, and took her over to the table, pushing her down over it, so that her tits were mashed into the table top.  He put his dick at her entrance again, and pushed in.  Once he was halfway in, he thrust the rest of the way so strongly that the table slid.



	"Oh, god, yes, fuck me hard!" JoAnne screamed.  David obliged, slamming into her just as hard as he could.  JoAnne was crying out with each plunge, and growling encouragements with every breath.  Once again, she slid over the edge into ecstasy, her body shuddering beneath him.



	David let her up as her orgasm began to subside, but she turned to him, then pushed him down into the kitchen chair.  She immediately dropped into his lap, grinding her pussy against his crotch to keep him fully aroused.



	"I love your dick," she told him, then kissed him hotly.  She lifted her hips up, and reached down to take his cock in hand.  She positioned it at her entrance, and then sank down onto him.  For a while, she merely ground her hips against him, making small motions on his cock that kept them both highly excited.



	Finally, she couldn't wait any longer, and she started to move up and down on him, using her legs to lift, and letting gravity slam her back down onto him.  David began to rock his hips, pushing deeper into her.  The two grew more frenzied as they fucked, until they got a little too exuberant, and the chair broke.  They dropped to the floor as the chair collapsed beneath them, and the impact drove David's cock deeper into JoAnne's pussy than he'd been yet.



	JoAnne screamed out, "Oh, FUCK YES!" and her body shuddered as a small orgasm gripped her.  Once she came down, she looked at him lustfully.



	"Think we can do that again?  I've got three more chairs..."



	David grinned.  "I think the school would object."  He grabbed her and rolled to the side, onto the floor, putting her beneath him.  He began to thrust down into her hard and fast, and she enjoyed the reaming he was giving her.  After a while, though, she wanted to be on top.  She grabbed him, and then forced him to roll.  The two were right next to the coffee table, however, and so that got dumped over on its side.



	JoAnne didn't take the time to notice.  Instead, she started rocking her hips hard, taking David's prick into her cunt as fast as she could.  David groped her tits as she rode him, and the two of them grunted and groaned in their pleasure.  She could feel David approaching his orgasm, and she knew she was right on the edge of her own.  She used her pussy muscles to squeeze his rod, giving him even more pleasure while she slid on and off him.



	David grunted loudly in warning, then he came, blasting his cum deep into her pussy.  JoAnne immediately let go, her climax washing over her in a flood.  Her body jerked and she cried out in grunts and broken cries as the joy and pleasure took over her senses.



	It took a long time before either of them came down from their high.  David was first, and he gently pulled JoAnne down against him, holding her tenderly, his cock still nestled inside her hot, wet pussy, though he was beginning to soften.



	After a minute, JoAnne finally became coherent again.  She smiled down at David, and kissed him.



	"That was awesome," she told him with a grin.



	"Sorry about the chair," he said.



	"I'm not!  Shit, that was one of the best parts!"



	The two cuddled for a little while, then JoAnne rose to go to the restroom.  While she was gone, David cleaned himself up and got dressed.  JoAnne returned to the room, still nude.



	"You don't mind if I don't get dressed, do you?" she asked.  "After a really good session like that one, I don't want clothes against my skin."



	"I'm not about to object," David told her.  She smiled at him.



	"You realize, don't you, that it would never work between the two of us, trying to date, I mean," she said after a long moment of companionable silence.



	"What do you mean?" David asked.



	"Look at our lives.  You're a Rimohr, a security officer, a guild leader, and taking directed study in two different classes.  I'm in the Leadership League, taking DS in three classes, and doing my scouting work... when, exactly, would we have time to date seriously?"



	David frowned.  "Then why did you bother to accept my invitation in the first place?"



	"Well... honestly, I didn't think about it when you asked.  I like you, so when you asked me to go out with you, I just naturally said yes.  But I've been thinking about it since.  Neither of us is in a place where we have the time for a relationship."



	"So why didn't you call off the date?" he asked.



	"You want the God's-honest truth?"



	"Sure."



	"I wanted to get laid.  And... well, I wanted to know what it was like with you.  I mean... three professors can't be wrong..."



	David would have blushed at that, if he could.  "It's actually four," he admitted, not giving out the fourth name.  "So, you don't want to pursue anything further, then?"



	"I don't think it'd be fair to you.  Or to me, really.  Something would have to suffer for us to make it work... and that's not worth it.  On the other hand, if you want to get freaky again, feel free to give me a call."



	David smirked.  She came over to him and put her arms around his waist.  "Are you mad?"



	David sighed.  "No.  I kind of see your point.  I'd be willing to try, though."



	She shook her head.  "I know you would.  And I know you'd do your damnedest to put me ahead of everything else.  And that would screw up all the other stuff you've got going on that needs your attention.  I'm not willing to be the cause of that."



	David nodded.  "Okay."



	She leaned up, and he gave her the requested kiss.  When they separated, she said, "I'm sorry.  I guess I was selfish to want this night with you, when I knew it wouldn't go anywhere."



	David shrugged.  "Don't worry about it.  It's not like we've been dating for six months, and then you make this decision.  And," he said, finally grinning, "it was a lot of fun."



	JoAnne blushed and giggled.  "Yeah, it was."



	The two kissed for a short while more, but then they separated.  David wished her a good night, then he showed himself out, since she was still naked.



	Walking back to his own room, he sighed.  Another opportunity lost.


	
 



	"Are we all ready to do this?" David asked the assembled group.  There were murmurs of readiness.  Looking down, he asked, "Cupcake, you all set, girl?"



	Cupcake whinnied excitedly.



	"All right, then.  Let's do it.  Up we go!"



	With that, Cupcake leapt strongly.  A lot of the other pegs would take a running start before lifting off, but Cupcake loved to jump right to the flying part, quite literally.  She ascended in a lazy spiral, waiting for everyone to catch up.  She knew that she was the lead peg, and she kept her eyes on her flock.  Once everyone was with her, she turned for Mt. Woodward.  They had gathered at the guild hall to prepare for today's demonstration, so that they could make a suitably impressive entrance at their appointed time.



	The Peg Riders arrived at the school right on time, and first did a slow flyby, keeping in formation.  There were eleven of them, with David at the lead.  With their slow, high pass complete, David circled them around to seaward, and brought the formation into a dive.  Their speed increased incredibly, until the pegs were flying at least fifty or sixty miles an hour.  At thirty feet, they pulled level.  The pegs stretched their wings out to full extension, and then they glided over the crowd below, all of whom looked up in awe as the beautiful creatures passed overhead, silent but for the slight swish of air caused by their passing.



	Once they were past the mountain again, David brought them into a climb, then motioned for the group to split.  Each side of the formation split off, to form two groups of five.  David and Cupcake continued to soar higher, until they were a thousand feet above the mountain's top.  Cupcake circled slowly while David kept an eye on the performance below.



	One group of pegs was now flying in a circle, which grew tighter and tighter until they were nearly touching wings in the center of their circle.  They kept this up for a long moment before finally shooting apart, each peg going straight from their position, to make a starburst effect.



	The other pegs were weaving amongst each other, trading places as the formation flew line-abreast over the school.



	After a few more maneuvers, the two show teams formed up together, and created a giant circle, with a large empty spot in the middle.  It was now David's turn.



	Or, more precisely, it was Cupcake's turn.



	"Are you sure you want to do this, girl?" David asked in concern.



	Cupcake whinnied in assurance, with the hint of annoyance that he would ask.



	"Okay, okay, I just had to check.  Whenever you're ready."



	With that, Cupcake folded her wings, brought her front legs up against her chest, stretched out her back legs, and dove steeply toward the ground.  She was aiming for the center of the circle formed by the other pegs, who were keeping the position of that circle dead steady.



	David and Cupcake plunged right through the middle of the circle.  David could feel the wind from beating wings as they did, and hear the heavy breathing of all ten other pegs.  Now, however, his concern was the ground, which was less than two hundred feet below them, and coming up fast.



	At what David thought was the last possible second, Cupcake stretched out her wings and pulled up hard.  Her body soared upward, her wings now beating full strength.  In a second, they were vertical, and then they were upside-down.  Her momentum carried her over for an almost perfect loop, but just past the top of the loop, she rolled so that David was upright, and she pulled out of the dive.



	David had heard the gasps, and now he heard the shouts of applause from below.  He knew the praise was not his to be had.



	"Damned nice, Cupcake," he told her.



	She whinnied in joy at his praise, and in exhilaration at the successful completion of the move.  She soared upward again, taking David back to his thousand-foot aerie, to watch the other two groups, which had once again split apart, to perform maneuvers independently.



	The one team continued to fly patterns in the air, while the other team performed gymnastic-type stunts on their pegs' backs.  One girl, a second-class, was doing a one-handed stand on her peg's back.  David knew her to actually be an equestrienne from Earth, and she loved riding her peg and doing stunts.



	David had his own stunt to perform.  It was so dangerous that he wouldn't let anyone else even attempt it.



	"You ready for trick number two?" he asked Cupcake.



	She nickered in response, a little less comfortable with this maneuver.



	David planted his hands on Cupcake's shoulders, and pushed himself into a handstand.  He couldn't do this for very long, but its main purpose was to get the crowd's attention for what came next.



	David put his feet down as gently as he could on Cupcake's back, steadying himself as she flew with as little bumping as she was capable of.  He then readied himself for what was an insane act.



	"Okay, girl.  Now."



	With that, Cupcake pitched up hard.  David was thrown backward, off her, and began to fall.  He spread his body out as much as he could, to slow his descent.  The rest was mostly up to Cupcake, and he was trusting her to save his crazy ass before he made impact.  He was wearing the outfit that he'd gotten from the Temple of the Air in Mirelia, which slowed his fall even more, but hitting the ground would still hurt like hell.



	Why the hell did I want to do this? he asked himself as he watched the ground rushing up at him.



	Meanwhile, Cupcake had immediately maneuvered into a dive.  Instead of passively diving like before, she used her wings to propel her toward the ground.  She needed to get beneath David quickly.



	It didn't take Cupcake long to get below her rider, but that was only half the problem.  If she merely stopped her descent, he would slam into her at a hundred miles an hour.  Instead, she slowed her fall gradually, allowing him to get closer and closer to her.  She took a quick look over her shoulder, to make sure he was directly above her, and then she slowed further.  They had only a couple seconds to safely finish this maneuver before she would have to pull out to save herself.



	At seemingly the last possible moment, she felt David's hands clutch at her mane.  He pulled himself as gently as possible into position, and once she was sure of where he was, she beat her wings hard.  David thumped down onto her back, and she fought her way into level flight only a hundred feet above the ground.  She continued a descent at this point, until she was only twenty feet up, and then swooped over the crowd, who were in an awed hush at what the two had just done.



	Cupcake pulled up, and then the entire team reformed.  Instead of one giant vee, this time they were flying in what David called a double-chevron formation, with Cupcake ahead by herself, then the two five-person teams flying one behind the other.  They flew, in unison, down to the ground, and touched down, but they didn't stop.  They ran at full speed, their wings outstretched, for a hundred yards, before each lifted off again.  They flew low over the crowd in a wide circle, before coming over their designated landing field once more.



	Starting at the back, each of the pegs reared up, using their wings as air brakes to slow them instantly.  With that, they touched down and came to a complete stop.  This progressed forward quickly, until David was the only one in the air.



	Cupcake, being the show-off that she was, did not do the same maneuver as everyone else.  Instead, she reared up and flapped her wings hard, performing a back-flip in place, with David holding on tight.  Once finished, she touched down gently, with David patting her firmly and affectionately on the neck.



	"Nice one, girl," he told her.



	Cupcake whinnied in appreciation.



	David circled his hand over his head, in the signal that told the Peg Riders to form up.  The pegs settled into two columns of five.



	David conjured the guild's flag from his Conjuring Room, and held it high as Cupcake led the herd across the field back toward the school's paddock.  Not all of these pegs were part of the school's herd, but they would all be welcomed as visitors.  The gate stood open to allow them in.  David and Cupcake broke off at the entrance to the paddock, to allow the other ten to enter.  David watched the assembled crowd as the riders dismounted their pegs.



	"Well, that was a sordid display," someone said.



	David looked down, to see a woman frowning up at him.



	"Excuse me?" he asked, unsure of what she was talking about.



	"How can you demean such beautiful animals that way?  Forcing them to prance about in the sky."



	David shook his head in annoyance.  "It seems like every year, there is someone like you around.  This is not a horse.  It is a pegasus.  Calling it an 'animal' is, frankly, rather rude, unless you also call dragons and people animals.  We didn't force them to do anything at all.  Tell me, how, exactly, am I supposed to force Cupcake to do anything, when I don't have so much as a saddle or reins to control her?"  Cupcake would accept a saddle, for longer trips, but she much preferred when David would go bareback.



	"I'm sure you have magical ways," the woman sneered.



	"Lady, you have no understanding.  Cupcake is not my property.  She is my friend.  She does what she does because she wants to.  Hell, half the maneuvers you just saw were suggested by the pegs themselves!"



	"And how did they do that?  Is one of them Mr. Ed?"



	"Anyone who actually cares about them can communicate with a pegasus.  Perhaps you should give it a try before you go mouthing off about things you have no knowledge of.  The Peg Riders form a bond with their pegs," he said.  He was explaining not to the woman, but to the rest of the crowd that was listening in with possibly more useful interest.



	"You see these as animals, as nothing more than horses with wings, who can't consent to what they're being forced into.  You are the one doing injustice to these creatures.  I do not ride pegs.  I ride one peg, Cupcake, and she would be very upset if I chose to ride someone else in anything less than an emergency.  I am her rider.  She is my peg.  We form a team, not a master/slave relationship.  If Cupcake was in any way unhappy with our relationship, she could simply have not caught me in that dive, and flown away.  She didn't.  Why?  Because I'm her rider, and she doesn't want to see me hurt.



	"That loop we just did?  That was her idea.  She wanted to do it.  It scared the shit out of me, quite frankly.  But I trusted her to know what she was doing.  And she did it beautifully, I thought... and I think you should apologize to her for taking away her achievement by suggesting I was the one in control!"



	The rest of the crowd chuckled while the woman looked embarrassed and slinked away into the crowd.



	"You said she would be upset if you rode another pegasus... is that really true?"



	David related to them what happened when he first borrowed Cupcake from the school's herd, the summer of his potions creation trip.  "When the bond has been formed... it's like a marriage, of sorts.  Your peg will expect you to be faithful to them.  And they will be faithful to you.  The only way anyone else can ride Cupcake is if I ask her to bear them.  She would throw off anyone else who tried."



	"But what if you needed a ride, and Cupcake wasn't around?" someone asked.



	"I'd love to say what she doesn't know won't hurt me, but she would know, just as soon as she saw me again.  If it was urgent, then I would do it.  If I was merely looking to prevent myself from walking, she would be very unhappy.  There are ways to develop a long-distance communication with your peg, so that, if you need them to come get you, they will.  It's one of the requirements of becoming a first-class Peg Rider.



	"So you can call her like a taxi service?" someone asked.



	David winced.  "I don't like such comparisons, because it makes her sound too much like my servant... but yes, she will come get me if I ask."



	"Well, isn't she your servant?  I mean, she does what you ask her to..."



	"So did your mother, most of the time.  Did that make her your servant?  Your peg is your partner.  Partners help each other.  Yes, Cupcake will provide me with a ride whenever I need one.  And I will provide her with food, shelter, and affection whenever she needs that.  The affection is more important than you may think it is: if you aren't a true friend to your peg, you will never bond completely.  I have more responsibilities to her than she has to me.  But ultimately, we work together."



	There were quite a few more questions, which David stayed and answered.  While he was talking with the crowd, he let Cupcake into the paddock, so she could cool down by walking around.  He would groom and feed her just as soon as the questions were over.



	Then they could go for a real flight together.


	
 



	David was working on some paperwork in his Academy office when Seth stuck his head in.



	"David?" Seth asked.



	David looked up.  "Yeah?"



	"The patrol called in.  They need your assistance, over by the gymnasium."



	"Saved from the paperwork again," David said with a grin.  He got up, grabbed his cap, and headed out the door.  He didn't know what the patrol might need that he could provide, but he'd find out when he got there, he was sure.



	It didn't take him long to get to Firebird Stadium, as it was close to Fensterman Hall, where the security office was located.  When he got there, he found his patrol holding two separate groups of people.



	"Jerry, what have we got?" David asked.



	"I'm not sure how to handle this one, sir.  This group of four decided to beat up on these two."



	David shrugged.  "So what's the trouble?"



	"They claim that these two were about to beat up on him," Jerry said, indicating the remaining person.  "They say they were just protecting the victim."



	"Ah, shit," David muttered.  "I don't need vigilantes on my watch."



	"Hey, look," one of the four said, "We're not gonna let what happened last year happen again."



	"And where the hell were you last year?" David asked crossly.



	"We made a mistake last year.  We're fixing it this year."



	"By making another mistake," David responded immediately.



	"What?  We're doing exactly what you did last year."



	"Oh, really?  Funny, I don't remember Dean Lengel telling me about new members of the Discipline Response Team."



	"C'mon, David.  Last year, you did what you wanted, and you busted some heads.  That's all we're doing."



	"If you really think I 'did what I wanted' last year, you don't know anything about me at all.  If I'd actually done what I wanted to do, that fight would never have happened, because The Clan would not have been healthy enough to show up.  I had plenty of rules I had to obey.  And so do you."  Turning to Jerry, he said, "These four go to the dean."



	"You're punishing us?  What about them?" Another of the four asked.



	"I'll deal with them, too.  See, it's my job.  You're just playing a game, and it had better end here."  David motioned to one of the other patrol members, and he led the four off toward Beckett Hall.



	David turned to the remaining three, and motioned the supposed victim over to him.  He walked him a ways away from the other two, so that no intimidation could happen.



	"So, were they about to beat you up?"



	The student, who was a first year, shrugged.  "They were messing with me because of my voice," he said.  The boy had a squeaky voice that cracked when he spoke.  "I don't know how far they were going to go.  They were definitely being unpleasant.  I'm not sorry they got whooped."



	David nodded, then motioned the boy back to the rest of the group.  "We'll have to take these two to the dean, as well."



	"What for?" one of the two demanded.



	"Hazing is not permitted on this campus," David said simply.



	"We weren't hazing him.  We were just having some fun."



	"At his expense, by making fun of him.  That's hazing.  Perhaps you need to read your student handbook again.  Let's go."



	The two grumbled as the group walked off toward Beckett Hall.


	
 



	David was once again trying to do paperwork when his mirror buzzed.  He picked it up, to see Joe on the other side.



	"Hey, Joe.  What do we have this time?"



	"A dead body," he said with a straight face.



	"Oh?  Where?"



	"Winding River.  It's a ways from here, but we're still the closest office."



	"Do we know anything at this point?"



	"Just that it's a female."



	David frowned, but didn't say anything more about it.  Instead, he said, "Okay, how are we getting there?"



	"Your glidecar will be fastest.  Why don't you come down and get me, and we'll go over."



	"On my way.  Be there in about a half-hour."



	David fogged off with Joe, and then took his paperwork out to Seth.



	"Finish this up for me, would you?" he asked.  "I have to go on a Rimohr run."



	"You do have to learn to do this stuff yourself, you know," Seth chided.  "I'm only going to be here until Yuletide.  What are you going to do after that?"



	David paused for a moment, looking contemplative.  Finally, he said, "Hire a better-looking office manager with big boobs?"



	Seth burst out laughing, and waved David off.  David stopped in Tanya's office to let her know what was going on.



	"I heard that remark, you know," she said.



	"Oh?"



	"How come the office manager can't be some hunk with blue eyes and muscles?" she asked with a grin.



	David smirked.  "Because I'm the one doing the hiring," he shot back.



	"Uh-huh," she said.  "What's up?"



	"I have to go do my other job today, so you're in charge."



	"Anything going on?" she asked, now completely serious.



	"No, it's quiet.  Keep an eye out, though.  That vigilante group from the other night worries me."



	"How so?"



	"If there's one, there could be more.  Lots of them saw what happened last year, and are going to want to redeem themselves for sitting by and watching it happen all year long."



	Tanya nodded.  "If we encounter another one?"



	"They're breaking the rules.  Treat them that way."



	"But if they're helping out..."



	"They're not, trust me."



	"Okay, Chief."  It was the only title he'd let her use on him, and she felt much better addressing him formally while on duty.



	Just as he was turning to leave, he turned back.  "I assume," he said seriously, "you realize I was kidding, about the office manager."  Seth, he knew, understood because he'd spent two years working with David.  Tanya had not, and he was concerned she thought he was serious.



	"Oh, I know.  Don't worry, Chief, I'm not going to charge you with sexual harassment.  Hell, I'm bisexual, anyway, so I wouldn't mind if you hired a big-boobed female!"



	David's eyes went a little wide at the easy admission, but chuckled at her comment.  "A little more than I needed to know, but I'm glad you're okay with the humor.  I'll see you... could be tomorrow before I come back to the office.  Depends on how long this takes."



	"Right.  Good luck."



	"Thanks."



 



	The trip to Winding River was uneventful.  Not having anything case-related to discuss, David and Joe talked about office gossip and personal items on their trip, which took about an hour, after David picked Joe up in Bolmont.  They pulled into the area that the person who had reported the body had directed them to, to find a group of people milling about.



	"Your show," Joe reminded David.



	David grunted and stepped out of the car.  One of the people in the group came over to them.



	"Officers?  I'm the one who reported it.  I'm Larry Oket."



	"David Stroud.  That's Agent Garibaldi.  How did you discover the body?"



	"Yard work.  I own this land, and I was cutting back the brush, since it's gotten so high."



	"It's still high.  How did you see her in all of this?"



	"The spell I use won't work if there is anything in its way.  It would normally cut the brush off at about a hand's height above the ground.  When it flared, instead of cutting the brush, I knew there was something in here, and so I went looking.  Figured it was a rabbit hiding, or maybe a fox.  I never figured on a dead body."



	"How much has the area around her been disturbed?"



	"Well, I walked in, of course.  And my wife.  After that, our neighbor, Pete, took a look.  Beyond that, we've kept people away.  She's naked, and we felt it was disrespectful for people to be gawking at her."



	David nodded.  "Okay, thank you.  Can you give Agent Garibaldi your contact information, in case we should need to get a hold of you again?"  To Joe, he said, "I'm going to go look."



	David walked into the grass, following the path that the others had obviously trampled down.  He saw little point in destroying any further evidence that might be available.



	The woman lay spread-eagle on the ground.  There were small bruises all along her arms and legs.  There was a dark line across her throat, what David knew was called a ligature mark.



	Joe came up behind him.  "What you got?  Oh, lord," he said upon seeing the body.  He turned his head and coughed.



	"This making you sick?" David asked seriously.



	"I'll never get used to this part of the business," Joe said.  "You seem to have adjusted quickly, though."



	"I didn't kill this one," David said sourly.



	"I don't see any wounds," Joe said.



	"She was strangled to death.  See the mark on her throat?"



	"Oh, yeah.  I hadn't looked quite that close yet."



	David grunted.  He knelt down and, without touching the body, moved his head to look between her legs.



	"What the hell are you doing?" Joe asked.



	"I'm pretty sure she's been raped," David said.  "Lots of deep red bruising here.  And if she had time to bruise like that, then this bastard took his time with her."



	"What do you mean?"



	"If I punch you hard on the arm, how long do you think it'll take for you to get a black-and-blue mark?"



	"I dunno... the next day, for sure."



	"Right.  You don't get the really ugly bruise for a while.  I'm not sure just how long, but I know it's not instantaneous.  She has bruises ranging from barely noticeable redness, like here on her wrist, to even a couple of purplish marks on her legs.  She wasn't just picked up, raped, and dumped.  She was picked up, held, probably raped repeatedly, and killed when this asshole was done with her."



	"Fuck," Joe opined.



	"Yeah."  After backing away from the body and taking a deep breath, David asked, "Do we have any way to identify her?  I don't remember anyone doing anything like taking my fingerprints or such when I came to Dugerra... although my picture's on my license, so I guess we could use that... except her face is pretty beat up, so it's going to be hard to match."



	"Each wizard's magical signature is held on file.  Yours was taken while you were incarcerated, but you didn't notice because we don't have to touch you to do it."



	"How do we check it?"



	Joe pulled out his wand and cast the spell to collect her particular pattern, which would linger in her body until it began to seriously decompose.



	When Joe finished casting the spell, the body was suffused with a yellow light, which quickly turned red, and then burst, clearing itself off the body.



	"Okay... that's a problem.  You try it."  Joe taught him the spell, and David cast it over the body, with the same results.



	"What's it mean?" David asked.



	"This woman's not a wizard," Joe replied.  "She's from Earth."



	"Fuck."



 














	

	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 6


Chapter 5: October


"You still want me to take lead?" David asked Joe as they walked down the hallway.

"Yes. And before you ask, no, they don't need to know you're an intern."

"You say so."

The two were walking through the Boston field office of the FBI. There was a meeting between the agencies involved in several disappearances. They had invited themselves, since no one else yet knew they should be there. They found the right room and stepped inside, into the middle of a turf fight.

"Look, Agent Deline, these are my girls who are missing. We'll find 'em."

"Officer Stiers, we both know you're not going to find those girls in good health. With the interstate nature of the victims, plus the fact that Albany is about a half-hour from a state line, the FBI has the right to assume this investigation."

David felt this was a good point to announce himself, as neither of the others had apparently noticed them yet.

"Actually, I hate to say it, but you're both wrong."

"Who the hell are you?" Officer Stiers demanded.

"David Stroud. This is Agent Joe Garibaldi. Is this your latest missing person?" David handed over an image of the girl they'd found dead in Winding River.

Officer Stiers sighed. "Yeah, that's her. Miranda Horkheuser, age twenty-one."

"She's never going to turn twenty-two," David said. "And this investigation just became ours."

"By whose authority? Just who the hell are you?" Officer Stiers demanded again.

"Rimohrs. Your killer is a wizard, and that makes it our business," David said flatly.

"You can prove he's a wizard?" Agent Deline asked, far more calmly than Stiers.

"The woman in this image was found in Winding River, in Dugerra. Since only wizards can come to Dugerra..."

"She was there," Officer Stiers objected.

"When she arrived, she was either dead already, or she was in the company of her killer. A wizard must have been involved."

"Maybe she was the wizard," Stiers sniffed.

"That would still make it our case, and it was the first thing we checked," David said, shooting him down. "Now then, I know there have been other abductions. Sorry, I mean, I know other women have 'gone missing'. What can you tell us?"

"All of them have been students at UAlbany. All in their early 20's. All with blonde hair and green eyes."

"From the same campus?"

"No. Of the six that have gone missing, at least one has come from each of the three campuses."

"That likely rules out a student," David said. "I mean, it could still be, but why switch to an unfamiliar hunting ground when you can hide in plain sight?"

"To throw us off his trail, maybe?" Stiers said. He was calming down, now that he saw that David was acting like a professional, despite the fact that he didn't look old enough to shave.

"Possibly," David allowed. "But where are the bodies? A student couldn't go too far away; he wouldn't have the time to do so without being noticed. Ours is the first body to turn up at all, right?"

"Yes. But if he's a wizard, would he bother going to college, anyway?"

"If he decided to live in Earth instead of Dugerra, he might. He'd need an education to get a decent job. Joe, where is the nearest travel gate to Albany?"

"It's right near Winding River." He could only answer this because David had already shown him where Albany was relative to a Dugerran map.

"Where is Winding River, may I ask?" Agent Deline inquired.

"On this side, it would be Springfield, Massachussetts."

"That's something like an hour and a half," Officer Stiers said. "Long way to go to drop a body."

"Right," David agreed. "Hour and a half there, hour and a half back. When did Miss Horkheuser go missing?"

"Sunday afternoon was the last time she was seen. She didn't make it back to her dorm room that night."

"Okay. She was found Monday morning. So this slimeball did whatever he did, and dropped the body, in one night. It would be somewhere between extremely difficult and impossible for a student to be gone that long without notice. Especially if he's treated the other victims the same way."

"Agreed," Stiers said, "but I never thought it was a student to begin with."

"Did you do an autopsy on the body?" Agent Deline asked.

"Of a sort. We also brought the body here, to let your forensic people examine it."

"After two days of manhandling, I'm not sure..."

"The body has been kept in a... well, let's just say the body hasn't changed any since we found it, okay?"

Agent Deline nodded, understanding that something had been magically done.

"Any thoughts on how to find this cocksucker?" Officer Stiers asked.

"Not yet. I need access to more information."

"You'll have what we've got," Agent Deline replied.
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 "Any ideas?" Joe asked David as they drove toward Albany.

"Not yet. We've got to interview the people on that list. They were the last ones with known contact with the missing girls."

"You're positive this is a serial killer, aren't you?" Joe asked him.

"The girls are the same age, same hair color, same eye color, attending the same school. All of them disappeared on either a Saturday or a Sunday night. It goes beyond the realm of possibility that those are unrelated events. Since we know that one of them was killed, it stands to reason that, if they are related events, then they were all killed. That makes it a serial killer."

"Fair enough," Joe said, impressed at how succinctly David had laid out the situation.

"Think we'll find him?" Joe asked after a while of driving.

"Eventually. But probably not soon enough."

"Yeah."
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 "Charlotte Hendrickson?" David asked.

"Yeah, who are you?"

"We're special investigators, working with the FBI. We need to ask you some questions about your roommate." Dealing with people who knew nothing of wizards was tougher for the Rimohrs, as they were generally supposed to avoid spreading the knowledge that magic existed as much as they reasonably could.

"What can I tell you?" she asked. She motioned them into her room, and then closed the door.

"You were the last person who reported seeing her. Can you tell us what she was doing?"

"Getting ready to go to dinner."

"Just dinner in the lunch hall, or did she have a date?"

"Nah. Mandy didn't date much. Her last boyfriend was last year sometime. She was just gonna go to dinner, and then she said she had to go to the library to look some stuff up."

"Mandy?" Joe asked.

"She hated the name Miranda. She asked everyone to call her Mandy."

Joe nodded. David asked, "Is it possible that she had a boyfriend you didn't know about?"

"I can't see why she would," Charlotte replied. "We shared most things."

"What if her boyfriend was... unusual?"

"Unusual how?"

"Well, what if, say, he was a lot older than her?"

Charlotte shrugged. "I'm not sure. She might think I'd make fun of her. How much older are we talking?"

David shook his head. "I'm not saying she had one. I'm just trying to get a sense of whether it's possible she didn't tell you the truth about where she was going that night."

Charlotte shrugged again. "She didn't seem like she was spending a lot of time with anyone except me, and that's just 'cause I live with her."

David didn't comment on this last remark. Charlotte had not yet been told that Miranda was dead. The police would make those notifications after the body had been positively identified, and the family notified.

"So," David said, taking another route, "when did you realize that she was missing, as opposed to just not home?"

"Around one o'clock. She never stays out that late. Even when she was dating, on a Saturday night, she would be home before midnight. I called around to a few people I knew would be awake, but nobody'd seen her."

"Did you do anything else?"

"There wasn't anything else I could do. I knew not to bother with the cops until at least the morning. I went and talked to Campus Police around nine or so. That's pretty much it. I haven't seen her since."

"Okay. Well, that's all the questions I've got. Joe?" Joe shook his head. "Thank you for your time, Miss Hendrickson. I hope we haven't made you late for class."

"Nah, I don't have class until tomorrow."

"Okay. Have a good day."
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 David and Joe talked to twenty other people that afternoon, with similar results to their conversation with Charlotte. Though some of the girls had boyfriends, they had not been attempting to see those boyfriends on the night of their abduction. At least, that's what they were told. David's divinatory skills said they were probably telling the truth, not that he could use that as evidence.

"So, now what?" Joe asked.

"Now we go looking for dead bodies," David told him.

"Ugh," Joe said, almost gagging at the thought.

"Yeah. Especially since the oldest one will have been dropped eight months ago."

"Where are we going to look?"

"Well, it makes the most sense to start around Winding River. If he dropped one there, he might have dropped at least one other one there. It all depends on why he chose that spot."

"This isn't going to be fun."

"No," David agreed, "it's not."
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 "I thought you said we couldn't come here," Officer Stiers said. They were standing at the drop site of Miranda's body.

"You can't come here alone," David told them. "You were accompanied by Dugerran citizens."

"So this is where she was dumped?" Agent Deline asked.

"Yes. She was lying spread-eagle, her head pointing that way," he said.

"What difference does that make?" Stiers asked.

Deline replied, "Serial killers are often very ritualistic about leaving the body. You've done this before?" he asked David.

"Thankfully no. I watched a lot of Forensic Files as a kid."

"They have that here?" Deline asked, surprised.

"I grew up in Earth."

"Oh, okay."

"Not much to see here," Stiers said.

"No. What they didn't trample on pulling the body out, the rain washed away yesterday."

"So, what are we here for?" Stiers wanted to know.

"To see if we can't find the other bodies."

"You think they're going to be in this field somewhere?" Deline asked incredulously.

"No. But, depending on why he dumped Miranda here, the others may be in and around Winding River."

"That's a lot of ground to search," Joe put in.

"Yeah, I know. Luckily, we have help." David pulled the Dalmajak Cynosure out of his pocket. This little device had proven most useful over the last year. "This little gizmo," he said to the others, "is a searching device. If I tell it what I want it to look for, and the object is close enough, then it will point right to it."

"How the fuck does it do that?" Stiers asked.

"Magic," David replied, not trying to be funny. "If I told you any more than that, you wouldn't understand. Rest assured, it does work. I've used it on other cases."

"How close do we have to be?" Joe asked.

"Within about a half-mile."

"That's a huge help. It covers an immense amount of ground all at once," Deline said, encouraged for the first time. "But if you just say, 'dead body', won't it also find any dead animals in the area?"

"Yes. Which is why we'll use their names. What was the most recent one before Miranda?"

Remarkably, they found that two of the bodies were within range of the cynosure from right where they were standing. As they were walking toward the second body, Joe asked a question.

"David, why do you insist on calling them by name? It's much more comfortable to refer to them as bodies."

"Exactly," David said. "I don't want to forget that these were living, breathing, probably happy young women who got slaughtered by some fuckwad with no self control. A 'body' is just a thing, an it. These were whos, not whats."

"That sort of attitude can get you too personally involved in finding the murderer," Deline warned.

"Maybe that's a problem in Earth. I'm a Rimohr. Remembering they're people will not affect my judgment. It will affect my motivation. I'm not going to go off half-cocked after someone who I think might be their killer. I want to make sure the right scumsucker winds up spending the next four hundred years in wizard prison."

"You guys live that long?" Stiers asked.

"Not normally," Joe replied. "People in prison are often kept alive magically, to make sure they fulfill their entire sentence."

"What about life sentences?" Deline asked.

"We don't have life sentences. If we want to take the entire rest of your life away from you, we just kill you and save everyone the trouble," Joe told them.

"You don't find that barbaric?" Deline inquired.

David was the one who replied. "No more barbaric than the fuck who committed the crime."

"Should we really stoop to their level?"

"Only if you want to actually stop them from committing the crime in the first place," David said. "Crime is not a huge problem here in Callamandia, mainly because if you commit a serious crime here, we get rid of you, one way or another. We either take away your magic license and exile you to Earth, put you in prison for a good, long time, or we kill your sorry ass. And prison is not the cushy place it's become in America, either. Prison here is something people work hard to avoid."

"Torture?" Stiers asked.

"Some might call it that, but not of the type you mean," Joe replied. "Wizard prison is mentally and emotionally uncomfortable 24|7. If you get too used to it, they change your situation to make you uncomfortable again. Magical means are used to make sure you are never anything but miserable."

"I thought you guys were supposed to be more educated and enlightened," Deline said.

"Actually, we just prefer to do what works."

While Deline tried to figure out a response to that statement, Joe said, "Can we get back to our investigation? We could debate the merits of one system over the other for centuries. People have."

"Fair enough," David said. Shortly after that, they discovered the second body they'd been looking for, and they got to work examining it. 
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 All told, they found four of the five bodies they were looking for. They were carted off to the Bolmont Division for processing, after which they would be turned over to the FBI for full forensic analysis. The analysis was not, strictly speaking, a proper part of the Rimohr investigation, but they were hoping to keep the FBI cooperating as long as possible.

"Are you surprised we found so many?" Joe asked David as they drove back to Gorumshead.

"No. What it means is that there's a reason he's dropping them in Winding River."

"Lives there?" Joe offered.

"Possibly, but I doubt it."

"Why?"

"Because Winding River's a really small town. It would pretty much point right to him. He went to the effort to move the girls from where he kidnapped them, to where he dumped their bodies. That says he's trying to hide, at least a little bit. I can't imagine he would do that, and then be dumb enough to hide them in his own backyard, so to speak."

"Unless that's what he wants us to think..." Joe objected.

"Granted, and we'll check everyone in Winding River, but I don't think we're going to find anything there."

"Where, then? On the Earth side, maybe?"

"Possible. That's Springfield, Massachusetts. It's a pretty good-sized city, so a lot more targets. My guess is that he either lives in Springfield, or Springfield is on the way between Albany and his real home."

"You think he's dumping them in Winding River because it's the closest travel gate," Joe said.

"Right. After Winding River, the closest travel gate is where?"

"Bolmont, going east. Cormatsen, going south."

"Really? As far away as that?"

"This northeast area of Callamandia has a very high density of travel gates, for an unknown reason. They're pretty spread out elsewhere."

"Oh. I didn't know that. Pretty strange that I ended up living right next to one, then."

"It is a funny coincidence."

"Then again, depending on how the curse that imprisoned Jacob works, maybe not. If the dark wizard needed to be in Earth to do it, then he would have needed a travel gate. But I don't know if he needed to be in Earth or not. I've never asked Jacob about it. I kind of thought it'd be rude."

"I can see where it might be," Joe agreed. "Anyway, back to the case. What do you want to do now?"

"Are you ever going to actually lead on any of this stuff?" David asked a bit plaintively.

"Not until you don't have any ideas of your own, no."

"Oh. Well, we have to examine the bodies, of course, and see if that leads us anywhere. I'm not expecting it to do so, though. Then we'll have to dig into the background of everyone living in Winding River."

"What about Springfield?"

"There are too many people there to look randomly. You're not talking about a few hundred, you're talking about tens of thousands."

"Yeah, that's too many."

"We can ask the FBI and the Springfield Police to do a check on known sex offenders in the area. Maybe one of them has 'graduated' from rape to murder."

"And if none of that pans out?"

"I'll worry about that if and when it doesn't," David admitted.

Joe grunted, then said, "You want to come over for dinner? Zyla's been asking how you're doing."

"Sure."
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 David was digging through background information about the people living in Winding River when Tanya interrupted him. He'd been looking at those reports for days, so he was quite happy for any reason to stop.

"What's up?" he asked her.

"We've got the DIRT out here. They have a question about what to do about their perpetrator."

"Oh, okay." David got up from his desk and slipped on his coat, then walked out to the main office. There he saw the current DIRT patrol, one guy in custody, and three other students who just looked nervous.

"Ted, what've we got?"

"Apparently, extortion. According to these three first-years, this guy - he's a third-year - has been threatening to ruin their reputations if they don't pay him."

"Ruin your reputations how?" David asked one of the students.

"Making up stories about us. He said he'd tell the professors we were cheating. He also said he'd tell people we were gay. Not that I've got anything against gay people, but I don't need any help not getting dates, if you know what I mean."

David smirked at the student and nodded.

"He told me he'd write my parents and tell them I was partying instead of studying, and that I was doing drugs," another of the students put in.

"And, I have to ask this for legal purposes. Are you?"

The student snorted. "Even if I was into that kind of thing, which I'm not, I haven't got the first clue where you'd find drugs in Dugerra. And I don't even like parties."

"So would your parents believe such a thing?"

"My parents are both technos. They think I'm some kind of alien already. They'd believe just about anything."

David nodded. He could sympathize.

The last student said, "He threatened to tell people I'd been convicted of rape when I was a teenager."

"Were you?"

"No. My sister was raped, when she was a teenager."

"I'm sorry about that. So, in short, he's basically threatened to twist the truth to hurt you."

As the three nodded, the one in custody said, "I did no such thing!"

"Shut up," David told him.

"What, I don't get to defend myself?" he demanded.

"To the dean, yes. Not to me." Turning to Ted, David said, "You take them all to the dean. She'll convene the Board for something like this, I imagine. I'll go with you for this one."

"How come?" Ted asked, surprised. David never accompanied the DIRT to such things.

"I'm interested in the outcome."

"Oh. Okay, c'mon, you guys," Ted said to the three students. He nudged the one in custody forward.

"This is bullshit," the accused said. "Tried and convicted without even getting a chance to talk?"

"You haven't even been tried yet, dipshit," David told him. "I have no authority to punish you or set you free. That's the job of the dean and the Board." Turning back to Ted, he asked, "Why did you feel you needed my input on what to do with him?"

"Well, it's all one person's word against another. I wasn't sure this was something to take to the dean."

"Any time you have a complaint between students, if it can't be obviously cleared up right then, you need to take it to the dean. We don't have the authority to just write off someone's concerns like that without them being obvious bullshit."

"Yes, sir."

"What were you doing patrolling so early, anyway?" It was early afternoon.

"None of us has class right now, so we figured why not?"

David nodded. "I like the way you guys think."

David led the group into the dean's office - after knocking, of course - and then let the DIRT present the basics of the case. The dean did, indeed, call for the Board of Discipline. For the very first time, David knew one of them personally.

"Good afternoon, Prof. Phillips," David said.

"Hello, David. Is this your case? If so, I may need to recuse myself..."

David shook his head. "I'm here merely as an observer."

Prof. Phillips nodded, and settled.

After DIRT laid out what information it had, the dean interviewed all of the participants. With that, the Board of Discipline retreated to a side office to confer.

"How is your murder investigation going?" Dean Lengel asked David quietly while they waited.

"Slowly and without much progress," he admitted, the frustration showing. "I hate this part of the job. Not only do I not know who's doing it, I don't even know which way to look to figure it out. And the only way for me to get more information is for someone else to die."

"People are dying here?" one of the first-year students asked in dismay.

David shook his head. "It's not a school-related investigation. Chief of Security isn't my only job."

"Oh."

David chatted quietly with the dean until the Board finally emerged from the room.

"Has the Board reached a decision?" Dean Lengel asked.

Prof. Do, one of the Metamorphosis professors and the current head of the Board of Discipline, said, "We have. We find Nelson Kierney guilty of both intimidating fellow students, and attempted theft."

"What did I try to steal?" Kierney inquired with some surprise.

"Theft is the act of taking that which does not rightfully belong to you. This would include money given under duress."

"Does the Board have a punishment in mind?" Dean Lengel asked.

"We leave that to the dean's discretion," Prof. Do replied.

"Madame Dean?" David said, before she could say anything further.

"What is it, David?"

"I would like to make a request regarding this student's punishment."

"Go ahead."

"I would like to see him expelled permanently."

"Damn, dude, what the hell did I do to you?" Kierney asked plaintively.

David looked at him. "You stained the name of my school with your actions. You tried to hurt people who had nothing to do with you, had never caused you a single bit of trouble, and who wanted nothing more than to be left alone to get an education. In short, you are unworthy to be a student at this Academy."

Kierney was rocked back by David's vehemence. Dean Lengel wasn't surprised, however. "Can you give a... well, a more logical reason for your request?"

"Ma'am, this person has been at this school for two full years now, yet he still thinks that what he's done is acceptable behavior. While he may be technically proficient as a wizard - or he may not, I have no idea what his academic standing is - he is certainly not maturing in his attitudes about acting appropriately. Left to continue down this path, I fear that the academy would merely be educating another dark wizard."

"You see no hope of him changing as he gets older?"

"Not without a good, hard, kick to the teeth - metaphorically speaking - to wake him up, no."

"I see. Orrin?" she asked, turning to the head of the Board. "Any comments on his request?"

Professor Do looked to the others, and there were negative shakes of the head. "No, Madame Dean. We'll let Chief Stroud's words stand on their own."

The dean sighed quietly, then turned back to David. "I will take your request into consideration. I'm going to need a few minutes to think about this. If you would all wait out in the anteroom. David, stay for a second, please."

David stood still until the others left. "I assume this is when you yell at me for speaking out of turn?" he asked.

"Hardly. I'd prefer you say what's on your mind, and you waited for an appropriate moment. I'm concerned, however, about the level of aggression you're advocating in his punishment. You realize that expulsion from Woodward would pretty much kill his chances of ever becoming a citizen."

"Oh, I don't know. I hear that Savolar has finally found a school that will take him."

"Yes, but that's because Madchen Hall needed the student volume."

"That, and he probably helped them steal the trophy."

"Very likely," Dean Lengel agreed. "Back to the issue at hand, however. You don't see any chance of rehabilitating him?"

"Not unless he actually wants to be rehabilitated. I didn't get that sense from him."

"I see. Okay. I need to think. Bring everyone back in here in... five minutes."

David nodded, and went and joined the others to wait.

When they all came back in, Dean Lengel was sitting at her desk, looking over Kierney's academic record.

"Nelson Kierney, the Board of Discipline has found you guilty of student intimidation and attempted theft. Do you have anything to say before I render punishment?"

"Uh... well, I mean, I didn't really think what I was doing was all that bad. I wasn't really going to do the stuff I threatened them with. I just figured I'd get some money out of the more gullible ones."

"I see. So, on top of intimidation and theft, you are admitting to being a liar?"

Kierney blanched. "Well, I don't really want to put it that way..."

"I'm sure you don't. I have to tell you that Chief Stroud's words carry a great deal of weight with me. He's dealt with a lot of people like you in his time here at the academy. If he says you're incorrigible, I have to think seriously that you may well be unsalvageable.

"In this case, however, I'm going to give you the benefit of the doubt. I happen to think that you perhaps did this one very stupid thing, and that you can learn from it. I am not going to expel you.

"You will, however, spend every weekend for the rest of your academic career here working for the maintenance department. Don't worry, David; I'm not going to assign him to security."

David smirked at that.

"Learn the lesson, Mr. Kierney. Your bad actions have bad consequences. Chief Stroud's request wasn't out of line, and I'd be well within protocol to have you expelled. I'm taking the chance that you will grow and become a benefit to Callamandia. Please do not make me regret that choice. Any further trouble from you, and you will be expelled immediately. Do you understand?"

"Yes, ma'am. Thank you. Thank you for the opportunity to prove myself."

"You are dismissed. You will report to Fensterman Hall, Room 6, to receive your assignments for the weekend. If you miss weekends without a solid reason, there will be hell to pay."

"Yes, ma'am."

"Go on. You three can go, as well," she said to the students who had been victimized. She then excused DIRT and the Board, but she specifically did not tell David to leave.

"I hope you're not too upset," she said.

David shrugged. "It's your school, Emile. I don't agree with your choice, but they don't pay me to agree with you."

"I don't want you to think that I disregarded your opinion. As the dean, I wouldn't want you to think that your position means nothing to me. As your friend, I worry that you'll be offended when I don't listen to you."

David snorted. "We have been disagreeing on things ever since we met, for one reason or another. We're still friends. I don't expect that will change just because you take a more lenient stance than I would."

"I'm glad to hear that. Apart from the fact that we do need to work together, I really didn't like it when you were upset with me last year, and I don't want that to happen again."

"Don't worry about it. Not over stuff like this."

"Okay. Thank you. Say, how are your little brothers doing?"

"We're going camping this weekend."

"Oh?"

"Yeah. They've been working pretty hard, and I think they could all use a bit of a break. They haven't gotten off campus except for the field trips in History class, either. I remember how confined I felt my first couple years. I don't want them to feel that way. So, we're just going to go out into the woods for a day and a night, see some of what makes Dugerra different, and relax a little bit."

"Sounds like fun. Does the program seem to be working?"

"Hard to judge, after only a month. The others involved have given positive reports, though."

"That's good. Well, I'll let you get back to work."

"Gee, thanks," he said sarcastically. She grinned at him. 
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"So, is your secret still safe?" David asked Lydia. The two were walking across the terrace, on their way to lunch. David was checking in with her to make sure things were still going well.

"As far as I know," Lydia replied.

"You'd know it if it wasn't, trust me," David said sourly. "Your kind isn't looked on much more favoriably than my kind." David refused to use the word vampire in public, just in case anyone overheard them.

"That's true," she said. "Well, no one's calling me names or anything, so I guess I'm still safe."

"Shit, I wish they'd have stuck to name-calling my first year," David said. "Anyway, how's your... 'assistant' doing, down in town?"

Lydia knew that David was referring to her feeder. "He's fine. He took a job as a gardener. That's what he was doing down in Travaysal, so his life hasn't really changed much."

"What about his family?"

"He hasn't got one. Oh, parents, sure, but they live in Earth, apparently, so it doesn't much matter to them where he lives here."

"Can I ask a... well, a personal question? You can feel free to tell me to mind my own business."

"Let me guess your question," Lydia said. "You want to know if I'm screwing my feeder."

"Well, I wouldn't have phrased it that way, but..."

"It's not an uncommon thing to happen, but no, not in my case. I don't really find him that attractive. Why are you interested in my love life?" she asked, teasing him.

David would have blushed crimson, if he could. "Pure curiosity," he finally said. "With a relationship that is already so intimate..."

Lydia nodded. "That's why it happens a lot. If there's any attraction between the two, it'll usually happen eventually. In fact, in vampire families, having sex with your feeder isn't even considered cheating on your spouse."

"Really?"

"It's just too hard to fight the temptation. Your feeder is literally giving you life."

David nodded in agreement. "So, if you're not sleeping with him... do you allow him to sleep with others?"

"Sure. I honestly don't care what he does with his time, as long as he's available to me at dinnertime every night."

"You still feed every night?"

"No. But I don't want him deciding whether I do or not, so he has to be ready for feeding every day."

"Makes sense, I suppose. Don't want the cow dictating when you have steak."

Lydia grinned. "Right."

As the two neared the cafeteria, suddenly they were surrounded by a swirling pink field. It formed a sphere all the way around them.

"What the hell?" David muttered, unsure of just what this was. A second later, the bubble lifted off the ground.

"Holy shit!" Lydia cried. They were already five feet up, and still ascending. David immediately faded to his insubstantial form, and slipped right through the bubble, which apparently could only stop solid matter.

"Don't leave me!" Lydia screamed, panicked.

"I won't," David called up to her. "But I'll have a better chance of fixing it from the outside."

Jailla, who had been flying free, swooped down to David's shoulder. David said, "Stick with her, just in case I lose sight of her."

Jailla chirped softly in understanding, and then flew off, circling near the bubble as it rose, while David tried to figure out how to get Lydia free.

The problem for David was that he didn't have any immediate idea just how to do that. The first thing he did was to cast sem. This pulled the bubble back down to the ground, but as soon as he let go of the spell, the bubble began to rise again.

David tried to think of something that might work as he cast sem once more. It was hard to concentrate on the spell while trying to come up with a solution. As a result, the bubble wavered up and down.

"I think I'm going to be sick," Lydia called out.

David jolted. "Sorry, I wasn't really paying attention."

"Well, do something!"

"I'm trying to think of what I can do," David replied. He let go of sem and pulled out his mirror. Lydia began to float away, but for the moment, he let her. Soon, Prof. Phillips was on the other end of the mirror.

"Well, hello, David. What can I do for you? Do please be brief, as I'm in the middle of a class right now."

"Sorry about that, Professor. I need some help. One of the students is trapped in a bubble that is floating her into the air. I slipped out of the bubble, but as a ghost. It didn't try to stop me. I need to know how to break the bubble hex." After he was done talking, he cast sem again, as Lydia had ascended a good forty feet off the ground.

"Uh-oh. It sounds like the Ninkirbendo hex. The bubble is pink?"

"Yes," David said, trying to concentrate on sem while talking. It was difficult because the object he was working on was actively fighting the spell: it wanted to rise, and he wanted it to descend.

"That's the one. The counter-curse is dede demeta."

"Wand action?"

"Just point. This counter-curse is so specific to the hex that the wand is almost superfluous."

"Gotcha. Could you hang on just a second, Professor? I want to make sure it works."

"Of course."

David pulled her as close to the ground as he could, then he said, "Dede demeta!"

In a flash, the pink bubble burst, and Lydia fell the remaining few feet to the ground.

David let out a huge sigh of relief. "Thanks, Professor. It worked."

"Good work, David. I hope your friend is all right."

"I'm going to go check now. Talk to you later, Professor."

David fogged off, then went to see how Lydia was. She had already gotten up, and was dusting herself off by the time he got there.

Lydia flung her arms around him and gave him a huge hug. "Thank you! God, I hate heights!"

David hugged back, letting her calm down. Once she was more settled, he disengaged. "Are you all right?" he asked.

"Yeah. I only dropped three or four feet when the bubble went pop, so no big deal."

"Good," David said. He turned so that they could continue walking toward lunch. "Looks like maybe someone knows your secret..."

"You think they were after me?" Lydia asked.

"Nobody's messed with me in that fashion for years. Besides, anyone good enough to create that bubble would have known that a ghost would slip right through it. Had I been alone, I wouldn't have even tried to break the hex."

"Hmm," Lydia said with a frown. "I don't know. Like I said, nobody's been saying anything. Anyway, let's go to lunch. I'm hungry."

"You get hungry?" David asked.

"Yeah. We have to eat, remember? Even more than just the blood, our bodies still have to function."

"Well, hell, what are the good parts of being a... uh, what you are?"

"There aren't too many. Better senses; immortality, of a sort; the older of us can use mirrors as transportation gateways; and the longer you're one of us, the stronger you get... up to a point, of course."

"Wait, so you guys can teleport?"

"Only through mirrors. It can't be just a shiny object, either. It has to specifically be a mirror. That's why you don't find mirrors in important places. Also, a mirror can be enchanted to prevent us from using it. And you have to be older... like three, four hundred years... before you can do it at all."

"I see. So, really, why would anyone ever want to become one of you?"

"Because they want to live a long time. Dugerrans know that death's not exactly a party, and they don't really want to go through that just yet."

"They could always just discorporate as soon as they get there..." David said.

"To most folks, that thought is - at least while they're still alive - more disturbing than being stuck as a ghost."

"I guess," David said.

After that, they entered the lunch room, and their conversation turned to other things. 
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 "Okay, guys, here's our campsite," David said. The three guys with him grunted and shrugged off their packs.

"Why here?" Rick asked curiously. Looking around, it seemed no different than any of the other forest they'd walked through.

"River's right over there," David said, pointing, "there are several tasty plants nearby, and this part of the forest has no tangle trees in it."

"I like those reasons," Max said.

"Max, I've been meaning to ask you... what's with the blue hair?"

"Prank someone played on me, sir."

David looked at Olissa, who had come with them, and shook his head ruefully. To Max, he said, "Been there, done that."

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

"Set up camp," David said. He motioned with his hands for everyone to step back a little, and then he conjured several large objects out of his Conjuring Room.

"Whoa!" Rick said, impressed. "Cool!"

"How did you do that, sir?" Max asked.

"Conjuring. You'll start learning conjuring in your third year, if you stay that long."

David walked over to one of the objects and tapped it three times with his wand, uttering, "kukuzandi kuson kana." The object began to unfold itself, rods and fixtures sliding along and attaching to each other, then sliding into the material which made up the bulk of the package. In short order, a tent had been constructed. As a final step, long stakes were driven into the hard ground, and the tent was now secure.

"Fuckin' A," Rick said. "That was... how does it do that?" he asked in awe.

David chuckled. "Magically."

"Uh... who's tent is that, sir?" Max asked.

"Ours. Didn't you bring one?" David asked.

All three looked at him, stricken.

"You didn't mention needing a tent..." Ben told him.

"Well, what did you expect to sleep in?" David demanded. The three boys looked at him in confusion and discomfort.

Olissa poked him. "Stop teasing them," she said quietly, so they wouldn't hear her.

"You're no fun," he told her with a grin. Turning back to the others, he said, "Fine, I guess I'll have to provide one for you." He went over and cast the same spell on a larger bundle, which then performed similar maneuvers to the first tent. This one was much larger, however. When it was finished, it formed a connected set of three domed rooms, separated by a wall of material between each room.

"Now, if you want to join them together into one big tent, just tap the blue spot in the middle of the wall. If you want to put it back, you pull on the blue tab on the floor."

"Thank you, sir," Max said to him.

David waved him off. As the three went to investigate their tent, David said to Olissa, "One of these days, I'll get him to stop calling me 'sir'."

Olissa giggled, then said, "I'll go set up our stuff in the tent, okay?"

David nodded. She levitated one of the remaining bundles into their tent, while David separated out the other camping gear for Rick, Max, and Ben. 
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 "...so the wizard searches high and low, seeking out the oilwood tree. Finally, after three years of searching, he finds it."

"Where was it?" Ben asked.

"No one knows," Rick told him. Continuing his story, he said, "So the oilwood tree says, 'What is it you wish from me, wizard?' The wizard tells him, 'I want you to make me the most powerful magic wand in history.' The oilwood tree shakes his limbs for a moment, then says, 'I can do this, but only if you can ask me a riddle that I cannot answer.'

"Well, the wizard's like, 'I don't know any riddles.' The oilwood tree tells him, 'Go, then. Do not return unless you have a riddle for me. And be warned! If I can answer your riddle, things will not be well with you.'

"So the wizard goes off. He spends another three years trying to devise the trickiest riddle he can think up. He consults with scribes and professors and spellmasters, anyone he can think of. Finally, he thinks he's got it, and so he goes back to the tree.

"'Do you have a riddle for me?' the tree asks. The wizard says he does, and asks his riddle. Now, we don't know what his riddle was, but clearly it wasn't good enough. The oilwood tree laughs at him and answers his riddle in a flash.

"The wizard looks dejected, and turns to leave. 'Where are you going?' the tree asks him.

"'Back to find a better riddle,' he says.

"The oilwood tree rumbles with laughter. 'Fool,' he says, 'you only get one chance. I warned you that things would not be well with you if you failed.'

"Before the wizard can react, the oilwood tree's limbs whip out and grab hold of the wizard. In a flash, it begins to rip him apart. They say the screams could be heard in the nearest village, which was over ten miles away.

"The next day, the villagers went into the forest, to find the remains of the wizard, to bury him. But he and the oilwood tree were gone. Neither of them was ever seen again."

Rick sat back from the fire, eyeing his listeners.

Ben broke the mood. "Yawn. That was hardly scary. Besides, everyone knows that oilwood trees don't eat you if you fail. They just turn you into a bush."

Rick frowned, then said, "Yeah, but that's not gross and scary like being ripped apart is."

Ben rolled his eyes.

"Wait, so there really are oilwood trees?" David asked.

"Yeah... well, there's one, somewhere. And it supposedly can craft very magical items out of itself."

"Why would it want a riddle it can't answer?" David asked. "What use is that to it?"

"According to the legend," Max replied, "the oilwood tree can't die until it finds a riddle it cannot work out. The tree is supposedly as old as Dugerra itself, and it is rather sick of being here."

David nodded, unsure of whether to believe any of it.

The three enjoyed the campfire in silence for a few minutes. Jailla, who had been keeping watch in a nearby tree, flew down to David's shoulder.

"Nothing around?" David asked him.

"Only the usual forest dwellers," Jailla confirmed.

"Say, Ben, how come you didn't bring your familiar?" David asked.

"Taki's a mouse. He was a bit worried about the other things that live out here, so I left him with Madame Abernathy."

David snorted in amusement.

"What?"

"Ellen... sorry, Madame Abernathy... has about thirty cats."

"Oh!" Ben said, turning beet red. The others laughed at him.

"She wouldn't let them eat Taki, would she, sir?" Max asked.

David replied, "No. Her cats all know better than to mess with familiars. That won't necessarily be comforting news to Taki, however."

"How come your familiar isn't with you?" Rick asked Olissa.

"I didn't want him to scare you," Olissa said.

"Scare us?" Rick asked.

"Her familiar is a dragon," David told him. The color drained from the faces before him.

"Is that safe?" Rick asked.

"Depends on how polite you are to him," Olissa replied with a smile. "He's only eaten three students since I've been here..."

"What about that guy last year..." David said, extending the joke.

"Oh, come on! You're not gonna count that," Olissa said. "He only bit off the guy's arm! Healer Hall grew it right back. He was only out of school for four months..."

"Okay, fair enough," David said, grinning. He saw that the others weren't sure they were joking, so he finally took pity on them. "Bispy, her familiar, has never harmed anyone who didn't soundly deserve it."

"Sir, are classes going to keep getting harder? I'm afraid I'm barely passing as it is."

"Classes will get harder... but you'll also get smarter. You're from Earth, aren't you?"

Max nodded in confirmation.

"So was I. We don't think quite like Dugerrans, and it takes a little while for our brains to switch over to the magical way of doing things. There are things I do now that would have seemed completely alien to me in my first year. So, yes, classes will get harder, but you'll soon find, as long as you keep trying, that the actual work for you will get easier."

"That's good to know, sir."

Rick asked, "And does finding a girlfriend ever get easier?"

"I wouldn't know," David replied. "I haven't had a "typical" girlfriend since my third year."

"But..." Rick said, motioning to Olissa.

"We're not in that particular kind of relationship," David said.

"Uh... okay," Rick replied, still confused.

Just then, Olissa yawned.

"I guess it is getting a little late," David said, knowing she was uncomfortable with the topic of conversation, and helping her to change the subject. "Why don't we all head to bed, and get a good night's sleep? We'll do some sight-seeing tomorrow before we head back to the school."

"Sounds good," Rick said.

David extinguished the fire magically, making sure that it was completely out, then he said good-night to the guys, and retired to his tent with Olissa. The two cuddled together on top of their sleeping bag, which had a very soft cushion beneath it, to make sure they were still comfortable, despite their surroundings.

"It's nice to get away from things for a little while," Olissa said.

"Yeah... wish my mind could have come with us," David said with a grin.

"Huh?"

"You know I'm still thinking about all the crap waiting for me back there."

"Ahh. Well, I know one way to fix that," she said.

David wasn't sure what she meant until she started to unzip his pants.

She was right: for about an hour, he stopped thinking about the murder investigation. 
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David was in his office when the sound of a ringing phone filled the room. Seth, who was with him, looked around in confusion. David merely chuckled.

Walking over to the mirror on his office wall, he tapped it, and the ringing stopped. The mirror image was replaced with the face of the barmaid at the Slyther Inn.

"Woodward Chief of Security. How can I help you?"

"Hi. I wasn't sure who else to call. It looks like there's going to be a brawl here soon, and the people who're going to be involved with it, we can't handle."

"Why do you think there's going to be a brawl?"

"Just the feeling in the air," she replied.

David nodded. "Are any of the people in the inn students at the academy?"

"I count three uniforms."

David nodded again. "I'll be right down."

As he fogged off with the woman, Seth said, "You know that's not our jurisdiction. We don't have any authority off campus grounds."

"I'm not going to let our students get hurt because they got caught up in something stupid. Call Tanya and let her know what's going on."

"You going to take anyone with you?"

"No. Like you said, this isn't really something the security department can do anything about. I do have... other levels of authority I can act on."

Seth nodded, and David grabbed his coat and left the office. He considered traveling as a ghost, to get there quickly, but she hadn't said there was an imminent fight, so he didn't want to deal with the unpleasantness of Haven.

It was apparent when he opened the door that he'd arrived a little too late. The fight was underway, and he counted at least ten individuals. He tapped the badge holder on his coat twice, and suddenly his Woodward security badge was replaced by his Rimohr badge. For this, he would need greater authority. Since he was acting in defense of life and property, he could do so alone.

David pulled out his wand and then announced himself.

"RIMOHRS! EVERYONE ON THE FLOOR!"

The nearest fighter laughed and said, "Make us!"

David zapped him with a hex. The man was soon lying prone on the floor.

"As you wish," David replied.

Another person came at David, swinging. David ducked the punch and nailed the guy in the jaw. The man crumpled to the floor.

Just then, David saw three blue uniforms trying to scurry along the wall to get to the door.

"Where do you three think you're going? Sit your asses down on those stools. We're going to have words when this is over."

Seeing that the three students, who were so obviously first-years, were obeying, David turned back to the fight. In short order, all of the fighters were either unconscious, hexed, or cooperating.

"I'm glad you got here when you did. It started not too long after I called you."

"What tipped you off?" David wanted to know.

"Those three guys came in, and it was clear they were looking for trouble." She waved her hand toward the men on the floor, and not the three students.

"How'd it start?"

"I don't know. I was looking the other way when the first crash was heard."

David nodded. He then walked over to the three students. First, he got their names. Then he said, "You three were in an awful hurry to leave."

"We didn't want to get hurt," the one said.

"Seems to me, since you were on the other side of the room, that retreating into the back hallway would have been a much safer way to go."

The student stammered a bit. Finally, another of them admitted, "When we saw you, we didn't want to get into trouble. We didn't start the fight, but..."

"But you were involved?" David suggested.

"Kind of."

"What do you mean, 'kind of'?"

The third said, "Well, see, this guy was talking to us. Then this other guy came up and told the first guy to leave us alone. They started to argue, then the guy who had been talking to us threw a punch, and then... well, all hell broke loose."

"The guy who was talking to you. What was he talking to you about?"

"He wanted us to join his group," the first said.

"'Group'?" David asked, one eyebrow raised.

It was obvious none of the three wanted to say it, but finally, the first one said, "His gang."

David's eyes narrowed. "And what did you tell him?"

"Nothing, really. He was still making his pitch when the other guy came up."

"Did he tell you the name of his gang?"

One of the other students said, "The Clan."

David's eyes narrowed further, into an expression that made all three students swallow hard.

"Point out this guy."

They all pointed to the same guy.

"And the other guy, who interrupted him?" They indicated him, as well.

"Fine. I want you to consider this: The Clan was a big presence on campus last year. Because of them, seventeen people died. If I catch any student joining The Clan, or acting as one of their members, I will lobby to have that student expelled. I'm not going through that again. Now get your butts back to campus."

"Yes, sir!" they all three said, and bolted for the door.

David walked back down to the barmaid. "You said that three guys came in, and you felt they were looking for trouble. Which ones are they?"

She pointed to the three in question. It came as no surprise to David that the group included the one who'd been talking to the students.

David asked the barmaid to call the Rimohr office and have someone come up to take custody of the Clan members. He had those three get up off the floor, and he set them on stools, handcuff-hexed together as well as shackled. They were going nowhere.

David picked the other guy up off the floor and led him over to a stool away from the Clan members. "So, who are you?" he asked.

The man gave him his name. "My son was seriously injured in last year's battle. I wasn't going to let that asshole bring more of the same."

David nodded. "Do you live here in town?"

"No, I came to bring some personal items to my other son. He'd been in such a hurry the day he had to come to school that he forgot one of the bags he was wanting to bring."

"And you're just bringing it to him now? It's already October."

The man shrugged. "They weren't important items, just personal things he wanted to have with him, so I waited until I had the time to get up here."

"Your son's a first-year?"

"Yeah."

"One of the three who was just here?"

"No, but my son does know one of them."

David nodded. "Who swung first?"

"He did. Though I might have, if he hadn't. The anger was getting pretty intense."

"How'd these other folks get involved?"

"You know how barroom brawls are. You bump into a drunk, and they start swinging."

"So, it was really just you and that guy?"

"Well, and his two buddies. They tried to gang up on me, but once the fight got started, everyone was all over the place."

David nodded again. "You're staying here for the night?"

"I can, if you need me to."

"That would be appreciated, until I'm sure this matter is cleaned up."

The man nodded. After having talks with the other remaining patrons, he let them go. Finally, he returned to the Clan members.

"Where is Wendell Kendall?" David asked without preamble.

"Fuck off," the leader of the group said.

David stepped forward and slugged him in the solar plexus just as hard as he could. The man fell off his chair and puked up his lunch. The other two were pulled off their stools when he fell.

David waited a few minutes for the man to stop vomiting, then he hauled him back up onto his stool. The other two sat down again, not wanting the same kind of treatment.

David pulled out his wand and performed the sku iji charm on the floor, vanishing away the vomit, so the barmaid wouldn't have to clean up the mess. After that, he turned back to the man he was questioning.

"Let me be a bit more clear in my question. Do you wish to have aiding and abetting a fugitive added to your charges, or do you want to tell me where Wendell Kendall is? Just for your clarity, the charge of aiding and abetting carries the same penalty as whatever crime the fugitive is charged with. Wendell Kendall has been indicted for seventeen counts of first-degree murder. That carries a sentence of over four hundred years of prison time. Think really hard how loyal you want to be to the man." David then stepped back, and looked at all three of them. "The first one to answer me, I won't charge."

The one on the left immediately spoke up. "He lives outside of Bolmont."

"Shut up, you idiot!" the middle one said.

"Fuck you, Trevor! I ain't doin' four hundred years for no one!"

"He's bluffing, you ignorant fuck."

"No, I'm not," David interjected. To the one who'd spoken up, he asked, "Where outside Bolmont?"

"Eastern side. I don't know beyond that. I've never been there. Supposed to be some nice apartment or something, I don't know."

"Anyone else want to contribute anything?" David asked the other two. Neither said a word.

"Fine."

With that, David walked a few paces down the bar and ordered a drink. It only took a little while for another Rimohr to show up.

"Hey, Tom," David said.

"David. What've we got?"

"Bar fight."

"You called me up here for that?"

"These three pukes are members of The Clan."

"Ah," Tom said. "What do you want to charge them with?"

David walked over to the three. "This guy," he said, pointing to the one who had spoken up, "gets just violent gang activity. The other two get that, plus aiding and abetting a fugitive."

Tom whistled. "Think you can make it stick?"

"One of them had the information I wanted. What's the likelihood, given that he wasn't the leader of this group of three, that the other two didn't?"

"Good point. All right, you three. You're under arrest."

"We're already under arrest, you shithead," the one in the middle said."

"I never arrested you," David said. "I merely detained you for further questioning." He wanted this to be clear, in case they tried to make an issue out of him being an intern at the trial.

Turning to Tom, he asked, "You need me to accompany you back to Bolmont?"

"Yeah. You've got lots of paperwork to do."

"Joy. Let me contact the school and let them know, then we can go." 
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 "Hello, David. Come on in," Prof. Rutherford said. "Time for your advisory meeting, is it?"

"Yes, ma'am," David said.

"Okay. So, this year you're working on aquamandy. You said at our initial meeting that you were going to start by going large. What did you manage to accomplish?"

"I created a ten-foot wave in the monster moat."

"Good heavens! Going which way?"

"Around the ring."

"How far were you able to push it?"

"From Thunderbird Dorm to just past Pegasus Dorm."

"That's a good long ways. How, exactly, did you do this without scaring anyone? A ten-foot wave is completely unknown in the Monster Moat, even during bad weather."

"Well, it was two in the morning..."

Prof. Rutherford nodded in understanding. "And do you think you can do better than that?"

"No. Doing that took every bit of concentration I had, took me twenty minutes to pull off, and gave me a headache for the next day and a half."

"Oh, dear. Headaches are nature's way of saying, 'Don't do that.' Especially where magic is concerned."

"I figured."

"So where will you go from here?"

"Actually, I already started working on fine control, just like I've been doing with everything else."

"Oh? Well, then, have you achieved anything interesting?"

David waved his hand, and something that resembled a model of a roller coaster appeared on the floor of Prof. Rutherford's office. It wasn't too complicated of a track, but it did contain a loop.

David moved his hand toward the tank of water in the professor's office, and a marble-sized ball of water rose up out of it. The water marble floated over to the very top of the roller coaster track. David held it there as he turned back to the professor.

"Usually, when you're controlling water and rubbing it against other surfaces, some of the water gets left behind, making the other surface wet, and losing some of the volume of water you're working with. Do this enough, and you don't have any water left."

"Right," Prof. Rutherford agreed. "So, what are we doing?"

"Preventing water loss."

With that, David allowed his water marble to drop onto the roller coaster track. It immediately started to roll along the track.

"I'm not actually moving the ball," David said, keeping his attention fully focused on his task. "I'm simply keeping it round."

"I understand," she said, watching as the ball of water went along the entire track, including the loop. Finally it finished its run, banging against a stop at the bottom of the track.

"If you'll notice, there's no water left behind on the track. It's still completely dry," David said.

Prof. Rutherford examined it closely. She was a bit surprised to find this was, in fact, true. She then reached down and poked at the water marble. While her finger was able to penetrate without resistance, it came out dry.

"How do you do that?" she asked.

David first put the water marble back into the water tank, then he turned back to her.

"I found a way to increase the surface tension of the water to the point where it simply won't flow off. That ball of water will act as if it is solid, so long as I keep the tension up."

"Have you done anything else with this technique?"

"Created a water bullet..." David said.

"Excuse me?" Prof. Rutherford asked.

David whisked the roller coaster back into his Conjuring Room, where he'd been storing it, and brought out a piece of wood about a half inch thick. He leaned it against a frame that hung over the edge of the water tank.

David pulled his water marble out of the tank again, and floated it over in front of his face.

"You want to prove it's still just water again?" he asked.

"No, I trust you. I was merely dumbfounded the first time."

David nodded, then looked over at the piece of wood. In a flash, the ball of water was thrust across the room, and slammed into the wood. Prof. Rutherford heard a splash, and saw ripples in the tank of water. Then she looked at the wood, where there was a perfectly circular hole.

"My lord," she whispered. Then she looked at David, who was wincing. "Are you all right?"

"Doing this also gives me a headache," he said. "But not nearly as bad as the wave did."

"You just punched a hole through a solid object with nothing more than water," she said. "And not a whole lot of water, either. This is really impressive. You keep insisting you're not a good Elemander, yet you pull off things I've never even heard of doing."

"I guess I'm creative," David replied with a grin.

"Indeed!" she agreed with a chuckle. "I'm not even going to give you any ideas of exactly how to move forward. You know what you're doing with this. I would point out, however, that water, like earth and unlike fire, does have 'particles' you can work with."

David nodded, taking a deep breath as his headache started to fade. "Okay. I had a few other things I wanted to try, but hadn't had time for due to... other duties."

Prof. Rutherford snorted. "Yeah, you've got enough other duties to keep three people busy. I hope you're not overtaxing yourself."

"I'm okay, Professor. I just have to be careful managing my time."

The professor nodded. "Well, that's good. Once again, I'm going to let you wait until the end of the semester before I see you again. You don't need guidance as to what to do; you're clearly right on track. Of course, if you have any questions, or you want to show off, my door is always open," she said with a grin.

David chuckled. "Yes, ma'am. All right, I'll see you in a couple months, then."

"Good luck, David. Not that you need it." 
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 "Those look like some likely prospects," Joe said to David. They were walking down a street in Bolmont. The people he was referring to were loitering against a building. They looked like the troublemaking type. They'd seen a lot of these types around, but none had given any indication that they knew where Kendall was.

As they approached, the guys leaning on the building straightened, then started to walk away. Silently, David cast a containment charm. He tried not to laugh when the three people walked right into it and got knocked to the ground.

"You ain't got no right to arrest us, man!" one of them growled when the two Rimohrs arrived where they were.

David looked to Joe. "Did you say they were under arrest?"

"I haven't said a word to them," Joe replied, playing along.

"Me, either," David said back. "I wonder why they think we would arrest them?" David turned back to the man on the ground. "Is there something we ought to be arresting you for?" he asked innocently.

"Fuck off," the guy grumbled.

"On your feet," David said to the three of them. Joe and David stood back as the three struggled back to their feet.

"What the fuck do you want, then?" the talkative one demanded.

"Where is Wendell Kendall?"

"Who?"

"You don't sit in trees and shit through feathers," David replied. "I know you know who I'm talking about."

"And how's that, smart guy?" the man demanded.

David grabbed his wrist. Though the man struggled, he wasn't about to break David's grip. With his free hand, David pulled up the man's sleeve to expose the tattoo on his forearm. It was a globe with three swords run through it. David had seen it when the man was getting up.

"That is how I know you know who I'm talking about. Where's Wendell Kendall?"

The guy jerked free of David's now looser grip. "Never heard of him," the guy said.

David turned to Joe. "Ten."

Joe just nodded.

"Ten what?" the guy wanted to know.

"That's the number of days you're going to spend in the infirmary before we take you to jail, if you don't start cooperating."

"Hey, fuck you, man. I don't have to answer any of your motherfucking questions."

To Joe, David said, "Twenty."

"Hey, you can't threaten me. I got rights!"

David's gaze bored in on the man. "You don't have the right to hide the whereabouts of your gang leader. Doing so will be very expensive for you."

"You can't prove I even know this Kendall guy."

"You're a member of the gang he leads. It would be impossible for you to not know him."

Another of the toughs spoke up. "Hah! Shows what you know! Kendall ain't no leader of The Clan!"

"And how would you know this?" David asked reasonably. "Either you know Kendall, or you're a member of The Clan. In either case, you know Kendall. Now, where is he?"

"Blow me," the leader replied.

"Thirty," David said to Joe.

"You know if we go above thirty, the boss will get upset. Too much paperwork."

"Right. I guess it's time to start busting heads, then." David turned back to them and cracked his knuckles.

Two of the three guys in front of him did likewise. The third, who had not yet spoken, took three steps back and started to run.

"You take these two," David said to Joe. Joe pulled out his wand and hexed the two aggressors. David chased down the runner with little effort, as he wasn't in very good shape.

"Don't hurt me, man! I ain't gonna cause you any trouble!"

David shoved him back against a building wall. "Kendall. You know where he is."

"I know where he might be, yeah. I'm not sure. He moves around, 'cause he knows you guys are lookin' for him."

"Then how would you know where he is?"

"Well, he has a girl, see? So, he goes to see her every now and again."

"And you know where she lives?"

"I ought to. She's my mother."

"Likes older women, does he?" David mused.

"I think he likes that he can push Mom around without her complaining about it."

"So where does your mother live?" 
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 "Okay, David, this is your bust," Wilson said. "Let's try not to have any more complaints, though, okay? Those three you busted earlier all say you threatened them."

"Nothing I did was outside of Rimohr policy, as it has been explained to me, sir. I never intended to hurt them."

"What did you intend, then?"

"Exactly what I got. I was trying to find the weak one of the group."

"Uh-huh," Wilson replied. "I'll choose to believe you this time, because I don't want to do the paperwork. But you need to ease off on the violence a bit."

"Yes, sir."

You watch seventeen people die in front of you, and see how easy that is for you to do, David thought to himself.

"We don't know exactly where in the building Kendall is. Our best bet is to surround the building, then go in quietly," Wilson said. "David, you'll lead the front-door entry team. Vivian, you take the back door team. Tom, you're in charge of the outside team. I'm going in with the front-door team. Everyone got it?"

There were nods all around.

"Good. Let's go."

David, Joe, Agent Wilson, and one other officer moved to the front door. They waited until they heard from Vivian that her team had gotten into position.

David used a charm to unlock the front door. With that done, he nodded to Vivian in his mirror. They both put them away, then quietly turned their respective doorknobs. The teams were not going to storm the building: it was eleven o'clock at night, and it appeared as though the occupants were sleeping. This gave them a chance to sneak in and catch them without any resistance at all.

As soon as he was inside, David pulled his wand. Joe moved to the left, and the other officer moved to the right. Wilson stayed behind David, keeping an eye on him. Having verified the room was empty, they moved on.

It didn't take too long before the bottom floor was deemed empty. With that, they had to take the risk of going up the stairs, which were likely to make noise under the weight of seven different people.

The group moved as quietly as they could while not taking forever to get up the stairs. Once they reached the top of the stairs, they heard noises coming from a room at the end of the hallway. David motioned his team toward that door. He nodded to Vivian to check out other rooms.

The noises coming from inside the room didn't seem dangerous, but David wasn't taking any chances. Standing to one side of the doorway, David fired a blast of energy at the doorknob, blowing open the door. With that, all four members of David's group rushed into the room.

Wendell Kendall was in bed, pumping away at the woman beneath him. He barely had time to register the presence of other people in the room before David grabbed him by the hair and yanked him forcibly to the floor. David's foot was quickly pressed against the back of the man's neck.

"You so much as twitch, you little fuck, and your brains will be goo leaking out of your nose." Kendall could feel the crackling energy coming off David's wand; he knew that it was no idle threat.

Wilson stepped up next to David. "Wendell Kendall, you're under arrest for first-degree murder, conspiracy, and a shitload of other charges. Okay, let him up," he said to David.

"Can't I zap him... just a little?" David asked, shoving his wand against the back of Kendall's head, so that he could feel the energy surging through it. The man swallowed hard.

"No, you can't. He's down, he's captured, and he's in custody. Anything you do to him now is just going to help him."

"Hmph," David said, and removed his foot. "On your feet, maggot."

Wendell Kendall got up, finally facing his attacker.

"You!" Kendall said in shock.

"Yeah, me. If you are very, very lucky, they won't turn you over to Woodward security. I know a few parents who'd love to have a few minutes alone with you."

"Hold out your hands," Wilson ordered the man. He did so, but wouldn't take his eyes off David, who gazed at the man as if sizing him up for butchering.

"Okay, folks. Good job," Wilson said. David continued to glare at Kendall. "Let's help the lady clean up, and head on out."

David waved his hand at the door, which was instantaneously repaired. After that, he turned to the woman.

"If you want to have your life run by a man, that's your business. Next time, find someone who isn't a murderer."

With that, David left the house.

In a few minutes, Wilson brought Wendell Kendall out to the Rimohr carriage and put him inside. After that, he came over to David.

"You're going to have to get a handle on your anger, or you're not going to last long," Wilson said. It was the tone of his voice, more than anything else, that pissed David off.

"Agent Wilson, how many people have you had to watch be killed right in front of you?"

"None," the man admitted after a long pause.

"Then shut the fuck up. Sir." David walked away down the street. Agent Wilson stared agape after him.

"No offense, Boss, but you deserved that," Joe told him. He then joined the other Rimohrs in the carriage for the ride back to the station. Joe knew that David was going home, but he'd get his paperwork done in the morning, he was sure. It would make little difference to Mr. Kendall, who was going to be in prison for a good long time. 
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"All right, David, I assume you've got something interesting to show me, since we don't normally need to meet outside..." Prof. Zoroaster said.

"Well, I need your help to test this thing, Professor. It requires two people, so I don't yet know if it works."

"Oh? Well, what do we have here?"

David was holding two small circular devices. On the face of each was an arrow, and in the middle, they each showed the number two, above another number which was different on each one.

As David handed one of the devices to the professor, he said, "It's a long-distance measuring device." Prof. Zoroaster noted that, as he took the device from David, the arrow on it moved, to continue to point at the device still in David's hand. The top number in the middle also changed, from two to three. The bottom number changed rapidly before settling down to a new number.

"I see... so they measure the distance between each other?"

"And direction, yeah."

"A clever idea, but why not just use a spell?"

"Spells require you to be in visual range of what you're measuring. If this works, it will work well beyond that."

"Oh? So... oh, I see, they're divining the distance between each other."

"Right. This is an alternate application of the viewing lens magic. Each end is focused on the other, but instead of showing you an image of the other one, it gives you distance and direction. Hopefully."

"Why did you start to work on this? You haven't mentioned it previously..."

"I need it for one of the investigations I'm working on," David said. "Since I couldn't find mention of one already made, I decided to make my own."

"Really? No one's made these? It seems like such a straightforward concept..."

"True, but how many people actually need to measure these kinds of distances? Surveyors, mostly, and they have different spells and talismans to use that give them even more information. Anyway, what I'd like for us to do is to basically measure the mountain. Since these are known measurements, I can verify how well it works."

"Very well. What do you want me to do?"

"I won't make you do all the walking. If you want to just pick a bench and sit down, I'll walk around the campus, and we'll compare readings on these to the known measurements."

"Sounds good. I'll sit right over here."

"Great," David said. With that, he double-checked that the distance reading on both devices was the same, and that they were still pointing directly at each other, then he started to walk away from the professor.

It took two hours before they had proven to both of their satisfaction that the device worked quite well, to within about a foot of accuracy. For David's purposes, this was as close as was needed. He knew that he could refine it to get even more precise, but it would be a time-consuming task.

"This is very clever, David. You should market these. I'm sure there are some people who would find good uses for them."

"I might... if I can find a shopkeeper who'd want to carry one or two in his store. They'd be pretty expensive, though. They take a while to make."

"Oh? How long?"

"About five hours. I imagine I could get that time down with practice, but still, one of the enchantments takes three hours just to run its course."

"But you could be making another one while that's happening, couldn't you?"

"True. Still."

Prof. Zoroaster nodded. "Yes. But I think it would be worthwhile. You might even consider hiring a spellcaster or two to make them for you."

"That's a thought. I'll think about it."

"You do that. This is good stuff. You are definitely progressing well with your divinatory objects. Now if you could just get that mood cube to work..."

David laughed. "Yeah, I know. Still having trouble with the stronger emotions."

"Do work on it."

"Yes, sir. I'll see you in a couple weeks." 
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"Okay, that's all of them," Garibaldi said to David after they met back up at the travel gate in Winding River. "Now what are you going to do with all of that?"

David pulled out a piece of parchment, and drew a dot in the center of it. He set it on the hood of his glidecar, and took out his wand.

Using a charm, David placed dots on the parchment that represented the position of each site where a body was dumped. The information from his distance measurement tool allowed him to place the dots with pinpoint accuracy.

The pattern was immediately obvious.

"He's forming a circle," Joe said.

"Maybe. The points look like they're equal distance around the circle. That means that the one body we couldn't find should fill in that gap."

"How do we go look for that spot?"

David pulled out a scientific calculator that he'd borrowed from Gwen for this purpose. He typed in the necessary numbers and worked through the steps. Finally, he came up with the necessary information.

"Okay, we leave the one anchor in the car."

"Anchor?"

"That's what I call each part of the measurement device."

"Oh, gotcha."

"Then we just walk... this way, seventeen hundred twenty-eight feet."

They'd made it only sixteen hundred fifty feet before they had to stop.

"Well, this is a problem," Joe said. Before them was a very deep pit. It was unclear why it had been dug, but it was obviously magical in nature. The pit was large enough that it completely encompassed their intended drop site.

"You think maybe he dropped it into the hole?" Joe asked David after they'd walked all the way around it.

David pulled his wand, pointed into the hole, and uttered, "Lux ventus!" A bright ball of light descended into the pit, illuminating the entire area.

"I don't think so," David said. "Though after eight, nine months, it'd be hard to tell what it was at this distance. I can't see him screwing with the pattern this way."

"Me, either. But that just means we've got the pattern wrong."

"Yeah. Dammit, I thought I'd figured this part out."

"Cheer up. You can't get everything overnight."

David grumbled unintelligibly, until Joe's mirror started buzzing. David came around behind Joe to see what the call was about.

"All right, you two. We've got another missing girl," Agent Wilson said. "No body yet. She was last seen on Sunday morning."

"Anything useful from the roommate?" Joe asked.

"Not that they told me about. Go there and find out yourselves."

"Yes, sir."

As Joe fogged off, David said, "Shit."

"Yeah. Let's get going." 

[image: Day Separator]

Joe actually had to hunt down David in his Alton Hall workroom in order to give him the news.

"Can this be put on hold?" Joe asked him, motioning to the potion.

"Yeah. What've we got?" David asked as he placed the lid on his cauldron that would keep the potion safe at its current point.

"We have to go to Earth."

"Oh? What for?"

"The Springfield Police found a body."

"What the hell?"

"I don't know. They say it looks like our guy. Come on, we've got to get going."

"Okay. Say, how come you didn't mirror me?"

"We need your truck, don't we? I had to come up here, anyway, so I just came, instead."

David nodded, changed his uniform to look like a Rimohr's, and then they headed off-campus. 
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"Gentlemen," David said as he walked up to the officers. "David Stroud, this is Agent Joe Garibaldi. Rimohrs."

"They told us you were coming. They didn't bother to tell us why," the detective said.

"We're working a serial murder case. If they called us, they must think your victim is part of that case."

"How old are you, like sixteen?" the detective's partner asked snidely.

"I'm twenty-three, and I've been doing investigative work for the last two years. Can we dispense with the attitude now?"

"Hey, look, buddy..." the partner started.

"Shove it," David replied. "If this isn't part of our case, we'll be gone as fast as we got here. If this is part of our case, it's no longer your jurisdiction, and you'd better be glad we are here, because if you tried to arrest our killer, he'd wipe the floor with you without even breaking a sweat. Now, where's the body?"

The detective looked at his partner sternly, then motioned them to follow him.

"Feeling grumpy today?" Joe asked David quietly.

"Getting tired of having to explain why I'm qualified to be on the job."

Joe just grunted. They walked down a river embankment, where they found the body of a young woman. Her hair was blonde, and her eyes were green. She was laid spread-eagle and face up on the ground.

David looked at her briefly, then looked around at the area. Though there were trees in the immediate vicinity, people could see them across the river.

"How was the body discovered?" David asked as he returned to his examination of the body.

"Jogger was running along the bridge, saw 'something', then came over here to check it out."

David nodded, then turned to Garibaldi. "Same hair color, same eye color. Rigor mortis has passed, which means she's been lying here at least a day. If it's the missing girl, that puts her here yesterday morning. It fits the time, the description, and the method of disposal. This is our scumsucker."

Joe nodded in agreement. To the detective, he said, "We'll be taking this one. This is probably a woman who went missing from the University of Albany a couple days ago."

"You guys are working that case?"

"The killer is a wizard," David said.

"Shit," the detective opined.

"Yeah." Looking around, David asked, "What is this spot? What's that building?"

"It's part of the power plant across the street. Water pumps or something, I think. Don't really know."

David moved up the hill and saw, across the street, a power generation station. He then turned back to the others.

Joe asked, "Why do you think he dumped her here, instead of Winding River?"

"I was hoping you wouldn't ask me that," David admitted. "I have no idea."

"Well, let's get the body into your truck."

"Hey, you guys can't just take a dead body around in an SUV..." the detective's partner objected.

"We have the proper containment, detective," David assured him. Joe went to open the rear of the truck while David levitated the body off the ground and up toward the road. He gently slipped it into the back of his truck, and then the two carefully wrapped it in a magically sterile sheet. They would first take it back to a magical examiner, then they would allow the FBI to do an autopsy. Previous autopsies hadn't revealed anything of use, but that didn't necessarily mean this one wouldn't.

After David put the protection charms in place, he closed the truck. He then waved his hand over the back door of the truck, and a sign suddenly appeared on it that said "Coroner - Bolmont District".

"No one's going to know where the hell the Bolmont District is in Massachusetts," Joe objected.

"I'm counting on that. People will leave us alone because we look official, but will assume we're just passing through, which we are."

Joe nodded, then turned to the detectives. "Thank you for your cooperation," he told them.

"Your partner seems a bit... pushy," the lead detective said.

"He's new to the job."

"But he said he's been doing it for two years now..."

"Long story. He's been in investigations for two years, but he's only been a Rimohr for four months."

The detective nodded. "Rookies," he said, motioning his head to his own partner. Joe just chuckled, shook the man's hand, then went and got in the truck.

"What was that about?" David asked. He'd waited in the truck while Joe had finished up.

"Just us ragging on rookies," Joe said, gleefully teasing David.

"Hmph," David said. He waited until the detectives left, then went to put the keys in the ignition. Suddenly, he stopped and looked around. Getting an idea, he put the keys back in his pocket and said, "Wait here. I need to go try something."

Before Joe could ask what it was David needed to do, the door was closed, and Joe saw him walking back down the hill toward the river. He disappeared behind the brick building that was apparently part of the power station, and then all he could do was wait.

In a couple minutes, Joe heard a loud noise, like an explosion. He had just gotten out of the truck when David appeared from behind the building. He was shaking his head to clear the ringing in his ears. He nodded to Joe, and then they both got back in the truck.

As David got back on the highway to Boston, Joe finally asked, "What was that about?"

"Nothing important," David said. "Just needed to find something out."

Joe grumbled about enigmatic partners, but didn't say anything more.

As David pulled onto the Mass Pike, getting his ticket for the toll road, he said, "At this rate, I need to get an electronic pass for this road. It's cheaper."

"Is that really a problem for you?" Joe asked with a grin.

"No, but every penny I have to give to some government puke is a penny I can't use to actually help someone."

Joe snorted at that in amusement, and then they settled back for the ride to Boston. The magical examiner would meet them there.

David drove, letting his mind mull over the case.

Why did he leave her in Earth? Why not take her to Dugerra like all the others? This completely fucks up any pattern he was...

David turned around at the next exit.

"Where are we going?" Joe demanded.

"Back to Springfield. We forgot to do something."

"What?"

"Measure the position of the body from the travel gate."

"How can that possibly be important, here?"

"I don't know if it is. All I know is we need to do it."

It didn't take them very long to measure the distance. David then plotted it on the parchment he was using to mark the position of the bodies.

"See? It makes no sense," Joe told him. The body's position was inside the circle of the other bodies, found in Winding River.

"It makes sense to our killer. We just have to try to figure out what kind of logic he's using. There has to be a pattern, Joe, even if we aren't seeing it. The bodies we have found are placed too precisely."

"Except this one."

"We don't know if this one is placed precisely or not, because we don't know what the pattern is."

"Okay, fair enough," Joe finally conceded.

"I want to check one more thing, while we're here."

Joe knew what it was without asking. The two headed through the travel gate.

"You wait here, I'll go look at where the body would be, if it was on this side."

Joe nodded, and David set off. It wasn't a long walk. When he was finished, he called Joe to join him. When Joe arrived, David just motioned.

"That's why he couldn't put the body on this side of the gate."

They were near Winding River itself, and there was a small house right next to the riverbank. Inside the yard was a large eagle/lion griffin, who was growling at them with a strange rattling noise.

"So he couldn't put the body in the right spot on this side because he couldn't get there. It was too dangerous for him to try."

"He could have just levitated her body into position," Joe objected.

"But that risks the griffin tearing the body apart. I don't think our killer wants that. He's not mutilating the bodies. He's not even scuffing them up much. They are, with the exception of the defensive bruises and the strangulation marks, pretty clean."

"Okay, so he can't put the body here... so he puts it on the other side? How would he know where to put them, anyway?"

"This little device wasn't all that hard to make," David said, referring to his measurement device. "He could have made a similar device... or found some other way to mark the positions. He's familiar with technology. On the Earth side, he could have used GPS."

"GP...what the... no, never mind."

David grinned.

"Point is, we have a plausible reason for why he didn't put the body in Dugerra. If we're right, that means there is a pattern, and the position of the bodies in that pattern is so critical that he's willing to switch worlds to maintain position."

Joe suddenly said, "What about our one missing victim?"

David immediately nodded. "Yeah, we need to go look for her body."

The two returned to Springfield, and it wasn't long before they discovered the remains of the woman, lying in an abandoned factory. They bundled those remains up, gently set them next to their most recent victim, and headed back to Boston.

"We've got to find this fucker," Joe said.

"We will," David assured him. "Somehow." 
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The Woodward Academy, Year 6


Chapter 6: November


 "This happen every year?" David asked Joe.

"Without fail. I don't know if they just stop caring for one night, or if they're dumb enough to think that they'll get lost in the clutter. All I know is that we invariably end up arresting several dozen people for doing shit they shouldn't have been on Halloween."

"At least you let me enjoy Halloween before we had to go get them."

"Do something special, did you?"

David shrugged. "I took Lydia around. It was her first Halloween on campus. Lydia's one of the vampires I met down in Travaysal."

"New girlfriend?" Joe asked.

"Not as such. I mean, I wouldn't mind, but I think right now, because I'm the only one on campus, other than the dean, who knows what she is, I'm more comfortable to talk to for her."

Joe nodded. "Cute?"

"Oh, yeah," David said with a grin. They were driving down the highway toward Rhode Island, which was where their first arrest would be made.

"So, do we stop in at the police department again?" David asked.

"Not for these. Our stops for this stuff are so brief that it's just not worth the time."

"My truck's gonna get awfully full. How do you guys normally haul them back to the gate?"

"We would rent a vehicle."

David nodded in understanding.

The drive didn't take too long. Soon they were parked outside of a Walmart. As an unlicensed wizard, there was a permanent trace on their target, so finding him was easy. They approached the front door and stood, letting others pass by while they waited for their perpetrator.

"We know what he looks like?" David asked. Joe passed over a picture. David studied it, then handed it back. "We could be here a while if he's shopping in there."

"Think we could find him inside, with all those people?"

"We could ask customer service to page him..."

"They do that?"

"If you ask nicely."

"Let's try it, then. Beats standing out here all damn day."

They entered the store, and David led Joe over to the customer service desk. They waited quietly in line until another rep was available.

"How can I help you?" the lady asked politely.

"Could you please page Chris Griffin?"

"Is it important?"

"Yes, ma'am. We really need to find him. We know he's here, but not where."

"Okay, sure." The lady stepped over to the public address mike, and said, "Chris Griffin, please come to the Customer Service desk. Your party is waiting. Chris Griffin, to the customer service desk, please."

David nodded to the lady, and then they stepped out of line.

"Let's move over there," Joe said, pointing to a rack of tourist stuff. "I don't want him to see us right away."

David agreed, and the two looked through the crappy items on the display stand for a few minutes. Finally, they saw their target step up to the customer service desk. A woman was with him.

"Someone had me paged?" Chris asked the lady at the desk. She just motioned behind him. Chris and the woman turned to see the two Rimohrs standing there.

Joe said, "Chris Griffin, you're under arrest for unlicensed use of magic."

The woman said, "See? I told you it was going to get you into trouble! You never listen! Why can't you ever listen to me! Now they're going to cart you off to jail, you'll be gone for-"

Chris interrupted by saying, "Shut up, Meg."

The woman gave him the raspberry, then growled at him and stormed off.

"Women," Chris said.

"We can't cuff you in here," David said. "You try to struggle or run, and you'll be in a world of hurt. Got it?"

"Yeah, I got it."

Each of the Rimohrs took him by an arm and began to escort him out of the store. Before they made it outside, however, they were accosted by one of the store customers.

"Hey, why you two hasslin' him? Let go of him!"

"Sir, step out of our way. Now."

"Or what, pipsqueak?" the man, who was a good five inches taller than David, demanded.

"Or your nuts will be leaking out of your pants leg," David said in a low, dark voice. "I have a job to do. You're interfering with it. That usually ends up with the person in your position having deep regrets about ever having met me."

Surreptitiously, David pulled out his wand. He didn't perform a spell, but he allowed enough magical energy to leak out of the end that the man could feel it. David aimed his wand at the man's crotch without anyone - even the man - being able to see it.

"I'm not going to ask you again," David said. "Get out of my way, or live the rest of your life sounding like Mickey Mouse."

The guy looked into David's eyes, and could tell that this kid - which was what David still looked like - was not bluffing. The sudden discomfort around his favorite body parts was also rather obvious. He backed off.

Without another word, David put away his wand, and they continued to lead their prisoner outside.

"Would you have really hurt him for getting in the way?" Chris wanted to know.

"Not as badly as I threatened to. He's just a techno; he doesn't know who we are. But yes, I'd have planted his butt on the floor if I'd had to."

"I'm in deep trouble, aren't I?" Chris asked.

"That's up to the magistrate," David replied. "Come on, the truck's this way."



It took them two days to round up all of the Halloween miscreants in their division. Finally, however, they'd gotten them all.

"I guess we have to go to court for each one of these, huh?" David asked.

"No, not us," Joe told him.

"What? Why not?"

"What testimony do we have that would be of any use? We didn't see them using magic. We were just the delivery guys. The trace on unlicensed wizards is so well established that no one testifies to anything in these cases. One of the people from the Office of Outlawed Magic will be there, to verify the right person has been arrested, and to tell the magistrate what was done. There really isn't a defense possible, unless you can show you used magic to protect yourself from serious harm. In most cases, people just have to accept the magistrate's sentence."

"Oh. Well, at least I don't have to waste my time in court, then."

"Nope. You heading back to the school now?"

"I think I'd better, before Tanya realizes she can run the department better than I can."

Joe chuckled at that.

"Give Zyla a hug for me."

"Will do. Take it easy."



 

"Are you sure it's okay to ride this?" Lydia asked. "I don't want to get into trouble..."

"This is what they're here for," David assured her. "Besides, who's going to catch you, school security?"

Lydia giggled at that. The two were riding one of the awks through the Monster Moat. The giant duck-like bird swam along as if they weren't even there.

David held onto Lydia gently, more to cuddle than in any need to keep her steady on the awk, which was such a good swimmer it was almost hard to tell they were moving.

"So," David said, finally ready to ask a question that had been bugging him since she'd arrived, "you said you weren't very happy with things at home. How come?"

"It's Mychel. He's overbearing. And he's creepy."

"He's a vampire," David objected lightly. "He's supposed to be creepy."

"Am I creepy?" Lydia asked, concerned.

"You're still growing into your creepiness," David said lightly. "Give it a couple centuries."

"Uh-huh. Well, all I know is, Mychel seemed particularly intent on making me uncomfortable. One time, he even kissed me without asking. For a full minute. With tongue!"

David nodded. "So, does he treat the entire family like his own private harem?"

"No. But he does treat us like his servants. And I'm nobody's slave. I couldn't wait to get out of there."

"And you figured you'd go just as far away as you could," David said.

"That was part of it. Plus, everyone knows that Woodward's the best school in the kingdom."

"You'll get no argument from me," David said.

"And there was also this cute guy going here, who I met a couple years ago, and he seemed nice," she said, smiling back at David.

"Oh? Do I know him? Perhaps I could fix you two up."

"I think you might have met him a time or two," Lydia replied. She shifted on the awk, so that she was turned sideways, and it was easier for her to look at David. "And I wouldn't mind being fixed up with him."

David gently pulled her close, and their lips met. They kept the kiss soft, but it lingered for a long while. Finally they sat back from each other, each of them smiling softly at the other.

"That was nice," Lydia said. David just hummed. They leaned in again, and their second kiss was even longer.

After that, they sat back, Lydia leaning into David's chest, her head resting against him. David held her close, and they sat quietly, watching the sunset, which the awk had brought them to see.



"So what's the problem, exactly?" David asked as they were driving in his glidecar across the Dugerran countryside.

"Well, there's a man who owns some property. On this property is a small river. Over the small river is a bridge. The man built the bridge to allow people to cross the river. Unfortunately, living under this bridge is a river troll who is collecting tolls from those who pass. Since the owner of the bridge hasn't authorized this, it's illegal."

"So it would be legal, if the owner had okayed it."

"Right."

"So... can we arrest trolls just like humans, or is there something different to do?"

"We can, if it's absolutely necessary. But we tend to prefer to just make them move on. River trolls aren't all that problematic. They don't tend to get violent or even terribly pushy. They rely on their appearance, which isn't very pleasant, to get their way."

"Yeah, the one river troll I've met was pleasant enough."

"You've met one?"

David related his experience with the river troll he and Olissa had encountered on their way to Mirelia.

"That one was more polite than most, but then again, I don't think too many people show interest in river trolls, so he probably just enjoyed being considered more than a nuisance."

"Could be."

The drive didn't take them too much longer, and they pulled to a stop a few hundred feet from the bridge over the river. It was a small bridge, designed for foot traffic only. They stepped out of the glidecar, and walked up to the river's edge. As their feet touched the wood of the bridge, the troll jumped up from his spot on the river bank and landed in front of them.

"Five granas to cross my bridge!" he snapped.

"But it's not your bridge," David objected.

"Who says it's not?" the troll demanded.

"The man who built it," David replied. "The man whose land it's on."

"Well... what's he know, anyway? He's never here. I've never once seen him. Can't be his bridge. In fact, no one else ever comes to take care of the bridge. Only I do. So it's my bridge!"

"How do you take care of the bridge?" David asked.

"I keep an eye on who crosses. I make sure they don't misbehave or damage my bridge. I keep the piers firmly surrounded by rocks, to keep them in place. I apply slime, to keep the wood from rotting. That so-called owner of yours never does these things! He has no rights to my bridge!"

"Why do you care who crosses the bridge?" David asked curiously.

"I don't care who it is. I merely like to know where the people in my neighborhood are. Should anyone come along and wish to know where such person is, I can tell them, 'He crossed to the east yesterday, and has not returned.' Or I can say, 'he hasn't come this way since last week, when he crossed to the west.'"

"For which information, you charge a fee, of course," Joe interjected.

"If they need to know that all-fired badly, then I think my information is worth a few granas."

"Uh-huh," Joe replied.

David said, "Unfortunately, while you claim this as your bridge, the law says otherwise. You're going to need to move off this property."

"And what of all the work I've done to this bridge? I've spent a lot of time and energy here!"

"And been well compensated, I'm sure," Joe replied.

"Hmph. Humans. Always think everything has to be your way, with all your laws and regulations."

"No society can function without rules," David replied.

"I'm functioning just fine!" the troll barked back.

"But one person doesn't make a society," David told him patiently.

The troll harumphed. "You can keep your society, if it means having people tell me what to do all the time."

"Please, sir, just move along."

"I need to pack my things," the troll said.

"Go ahead," Joe told him. "We'll wait."

The troll jumped down beneath the bridge. They could hear him rummaging around. Finally, he reappeared on the river bank, away from them. He had a large, apparently heavy, sack on his back.

"I hope the bridge collapses beneath you," the troll snarled at them, and then he turned and walked off.

"What's to keep him from just coming back here after we leave?" David asked.

"We'll make sure he walks out of sight, but generally, once a troll has been dislodged, they go looking for a new home. If he does come back, we'll have to actually arrest him."

The two stood and watched until the troll was out of sight, around a bend in the river. After that, they turned and started walking back to the car.

"Too bad that troll doesn't live in Winding River," Joe said. "He might have been able to tell us who our serial killer is."

David stopped so fast he almost fell over. Joe looked at him in concern. "You okay?"

"E-ZPass," David said.

"What?" Joe asked, confused.

David turned to him, and then started walking back to the car, quickly. "E-ZPass. It's the electronic payment system they use on the Mass Pike and the New York State Thruway."

"Okay, whatever that means... why's it important?"

"Look, our guy, he's going to and from Albany to Springfield all the time. That's gonna be costly enough that he's probably going to have an E-ZPass to reduce the cost, and to be more convenient."

"Back up. I don't understand what you're talking about."

"Okay. You know how we go through those booths when we're driving to Albany? The ones where I have to pay?"

"Yeah..."

"They're toll booths. You pay to use that road, just like our friend back there wanted to charge a toll to cross the bridge. Okay, although I've always paid with coins, you can pay electronically... it's like... well, it's the techno version of paying by transfer."

"Okay, so, in other words, somehow, they're able to pay the toll without using money."

"Without using physical money, right. They still use money, it's just handled a different way."

"I don't see how that helps."

"Electronic systems have to keep track of who has traveled through the toll booths, in order to charge them for their trip. In other words, there's a record. A record that we can maybe get our hands on, to see if we can figure out who our killer is by who was traveling the Pike at those times."

"But, c'mon, that road's busy as all hell. There've got to be thousands of people..."

"Probably, but we have other things that narrow that way down. We have seven events, and our car has to be traveling from west to east during each of those seven nights. Our car has to go through both Albany and Springfield. And, our car is being driven by a wizard. I'm not saying it's going to point us right to him. I'm just saying it's a lot better group of people to look at than we currently have, which is... well, every male wizard in New England."

"Right. How do we get that information, though?"

"We need to contact Agent Deline. I'm sure the FBI would have a far easier time getting that than we would."

"Sounds like a plan. Let's get going. There's no point in waiting around."

David started up his glidecar, and they were soon speeding back to Gorumshead, so they could get David's truck.



"Hey, Joe. What's up?" David asked the face in his mirror.

"David. Two things. We just got a package from Agent Deline. It contains the information you wanted from that E-ZPass thing. What did you want me to do with it?"

"We need to tease out the necessary information. Did he send you a paper printout?"

"Yes. It's thicker than hell."

"We're going to have to go through and pull out what we need."

"I'm going to send it up to you, so you can work on it. You know what you're after better than I do."

"Okay. So, what's the other thing?"

"I'm sending Vivian your way. Bridget, at the Mystic Wolf, called in and said someone is trying to start a protection racket in town. You'll need to go investigate."

"Okay. Not that I mind, but how come you're sending Vivian, instead of coming yourself?"

"I have a date with my wife. I don't think she'd appreciate me canceling to go to a bar."

David snorted. "No, probably not. Okay. You going to send the paperwork with her?"

"Yeah."

"In that case, I'll wait for her here. Say hi to Zyla for me."

"Will do. Good luck with the case. Both of them, in fact."

"Right," David said, then fogged off. He settled back in his chair for a second, then he waved his hand at his work table. It had been covered in folders from various things, but they suddenly stacked themselves neatly into a pile, then turned themselves on their edge. They slid across the table to fit between two bookends, which snugged down to hold the files secure. David grinned; he still got a kick out of the little uses of magic like this one. He knew he was going to need his work table for the information from E-ZPass.

That done, David returned to his paperwork while he waited for Vivian to arrive.



"Hey, handsome," Bridget said when David showed up. "You here about my call?"

"Yeah. You want to talk out here, or do you have an office?"

"Might as well do it here. Only got the two customers, and they're already too wasted to pay attention."

David smirked. "Okay, so, you said someone was trying to extort money from you. Can you fill in the details?"

"Two guys came in last night. One of them looked like he was half ogre, from his size and musculature. The other was a slick talker, very smooth. He was dressed in formal clothes, even wore one of those tie-things, you know, that goes around the neck?"

"I'm familiar with them," David assured her with a grin.

"Anyway, they come in, and the big guy goes and leans against that post, crossing his arms and looking... well, fairly menacing. The slick guy is the one who did all the talking."

"And what did he say?" David asked.

"Well, first he compliments me on the place, says how nice it looks, good atmosphere, all that crap, you know?"

David nodded.

"Then he says how it would be a shame if the local gang were to damage the place. He says that he can prevent that from happening, but that it'll cost me."

"How much did he want?" Vivian asked.

"Two thousand granas a month."

David whistled. "Pretty steep."

"Steep enough that, even if I was willing to pay it, which I'm not, I couldn't afford it. My profits on this place really aren't that high. Paying him two thousand would eat up all my profit, and cut into what I pay myself so I can eat."

David nodded. "Did he say when he wanted your decision?"

"Said he'd be back next week to get the first installment."

"Did he say whether he'd come on the same day?"

"No."

"So he could be in here any day next week." David turned to Vivian and said, "Someone's going to have to be up here with me for the entire week, if we're going to catch these fuckers."

"I'll let Joe know. Knowing him, he'll send me."

"Sorry about that," David said.

"Don't be. I don't mind. I don't have any family to miss me. That's why I get a lot of the out-of-town assignments."

David nodded. Turning back to Bridget, he said, "Okay, what time was he in yesterday?"

"Seven-thirty, thereabouts."

"Okay. We'll be in here, undercover, of course, all next week. When they come in, you'll need to let us know."

"I don't think you could miss them, but I'll tell you when they're here."

"Don't worry. We'll catch these bastards."

"I have all the confidence in the world in you, handsome," she told him.

David grinned, and then turned to Vivian, gesturing for her to lead the way out.

Once back on the street, David said, "I really am sorry that you'll be stuck up here. I mean, okay, you've got no family, that doesn't mean you like being away from home."

"It's okay, David, really. Someone's got to be here to supervise you, you and I get along, and this sounds like an important case. I'm just glad the Rimohr office has to foot the bill at the inn."

"Yeah, that'd suck, wouldn't it, if you had to pay it yourself?"

"They don't pay us enough for that," she confirmed.

"Well, anyway... will you fill Joe in when you get back, or do you want me to call him?"

"I'll let him know. It gives him his opportunity to send me back up here immediately."

"What's it like, having him as a superior, instead of a partner?"

"Mostly it doesn't change much. Except with things like this, where he has to play administrator. What's it like for you, to go from civilian observer to officer?"

"You mean, as Joe would put it, from interloper to investigator?"

Vivian chuckled. "Yes."

"Well, it's nice not to get the 'stay the hell out of our way' speech anymore. The rest is about the same, I'm afraid. Still very frustrating."

"It can be. Well, I'll let you get to work on that pile of paper I brought with me. I've got to get back to the office... and then probably pack."

"Okay. Well I'll see you... um... when I see you."

Vivian grinned. "Take it easy, David. See you soon."



"So, are you making any headway with all that paperwork I brought you?" Vivian asked. The two were sitting in the Mystic Wolf Pub, drinking non-alcoholic drinks and munching on pretzels while they waited to see if the extortionist would show up.

"Some. It's slow going. I probably should have just had the FBI process this crap on their computers."

"Why didn't you?"

"Well, they didn't actually ask us how we wanted the information, and I forgot to explicitly tell them. Once we had the paper... eh, I just didn't feel like going back to them to explain it."

"Saving face instead of saving time," Vivian said with a chuckle.

David would have blushed if he could. "Something like that."

"Are you making any progress at all?"

"Some. I've gotten about halfway through it. I have some five thousand cars, so far, that have appeared on every important night."

"That's a lot to go through."

"True. But the number will come down as I keep going through them. Plus, not every one of them is important to us."

"Why not?"

"Not all of them are wizards."

"True."

The two sat in silence for a while, just watching the other patrons. Finally, David asked, "So where do your parents live?"

"In Genoa."

"So how did you end up in Callamandia? Shouldn't you be in the Dugerran version of Italy?"

"Not since I didn't really want to live among orcs."

"Are there any human nations in Chasco?"

"No. Most of Chasco belongs to the elves. There's a small part claimed by the orcs, and another part claimed by dwarves. Human settlements are in Socorlee."

"Where is that, in Earth terms?"

"West Asia. The Balkans, the Baltic states, western Russia, that area."

David nodded. "Who lives in Scandinavia?"

"Bufergara, you mean," she said with a grin. "The ice giants and the ice dragons claim that land."

"I really ought to learn more Dugerrean geography."

Vivian smiled slightly. She asked, "Why did you want to know about my parents?"

"You said you have no family to miss you. I just wondered where they were. You're not married, have a boyfriend, anything?"

"Never found a guy I gave enough of a damn about to put up with his crap," she said.

"Ouch," David replied.

Vivian shrugged. "We all give crap, David. You, me, Joe... all of us."

"I guess."

"Anyway, I just never found the one. I've tried several times, it's just never worked out. Right now... isn't one of those times. Now, why are you so concerned with my love life?"

David grinned in serious embarrassment. "It just seems like you're unhappy, and I wondered why. You don't like your job, you don't have a family, you don't have a partner..."

"You're my partner, right now," she objected.

"Not the kind of partner I meant," David replied.

"Oh."

"I guess I was just curious why you're still traveling down this road when you clearly don't like the route."

"Haven't found an exit ramp that looked any more promising," she said, extending the metaphor.

David nodded, then let the subject drop.



"All right. From this point forward, there will be no sparring to practice new technique. We will continue sparring to keep your skills honed, but the techniques we will be learning from this point forward cannot be tried safely on another person. Magical charms to protect you from each other would be so cumbersome as to inhibit the actual act of using the spells. As such, you will practice in competitive form, trying to outdo each other on the practice dummies, but you are not to direct these techniques at each other at any time. Do you both understand fully?" Prof. Teller said. David wondered when the man breathed.

Both David and JoAnne nodded at him, indicating his instructions were clear.

"Very good. Now, we're going to learn a blast technique which can be fired from either your sword or your staff, but controlling it is a little easier with your sword, so we'll start there. Please pull your swords. Feel free to do some mild sparring to warm up."

David turned to JoAnne and bowed to her. She did likewise, and then the two of them went at it. For three or four minutes, they clashed, not really putting their strongest effort into it, but still trying to win the match. It came out a draw, as a great many sparring matches did between them.

"Good, good. Now, let's move on. What you will need to do is to point your sword at the practice dummy, concentrate, and think the charm. The charm is, 'smazit parchanta'. Now, eventually, you will not need to utter the spell, the visualization will be sufficient, but this may take some weeks or even months of practice. Just so you're aware, we choose to practice with sword first because you can easily extend your arm forward to aim along your sword blade. With the staff, it is much trickier to aim visually, and so your visualization must include your target point rather exactly."

"So the energy can go in any direction, not just the direction you're pointing?"

"It will always be strongest if the beam goes straight, following the path of your weapon. However, it is possible to deflect it into any path you choose. This can be useful if you're faced with several enemies at once: you can sweep the beam without moving your body. Now then, JoAnne, you go first. Point your sword, visualize, and 'smazit parchanta'."

JoAnne performed the charm, and a blast of gold energy spewed out of her sword. The beam was roiled and unfocused, but it impacted the practice dummy, ten feet away. The dummy reeled back from the impact, then gave her a thumbs-up sign, to indicate she'd done the charm correctly.

"Not bad," Prof. Teller told her. "Your beam wasn't as clean as it could have been. You'll need to work on your concentration and visualization for this. Okay, now, David. Give it a go."

David turned to face the dummy, raised his sword, took a deep breath, and uttered the spell in his head. A beam of blue light so intense that it was painful to look at spewed from his sword, impacting the dummy. The dummy went rolling along the ground for twenty feet before it settled. It raised one arm, its thumb lifted in confirmation, then its arm thumped back down onto the ground.

"Well, then," Prof. Teller said. "I think you've got a fairly good handle on this particular process, David. Yes, I do believe you'll have no trouble carrying this forward. So, we're going to let JoAnne practice the most today, so that she can become as good at it as you already are."

David nodded. Prof. Teller went over to revive the practice dummy, and David sheathed his sword.

"How did you do that?" JoAnne asked, surprised at how strong David's beam was.

"Highly focused negative emotion," David replied.

"Who are you mad at? Not me, I hope..."

David shook his head. "Not mad, just frustrated. Case work. I just took all of that frustration and focused it into the beam. I imagined that the target was all the crap that's frustrating me."

JoAnne nodded in understanding. "But I'm not that frustrated."

David shrugged. "I guess you have to learn to do it the hard way, then," he replied with a grin.

"Hmph."



 "These bastards had better show soon.  I have a date later," David said.

"It's already seven.  If it's not a really late date, I'm afraid you're going to miss it."

David harrumphed, but didn't say anything further.

"So has Joe begun to complain about all the time away from the office yet?" David asked a little while later.

"No, he knows that cases can go like this.  He teases me about being on vacation, but other than that..."

"Oh, you're on vacation?  Sorry you're not seeing much in the way of sights.  And your touring companions leave something to be desired."

Vivian grinned.  "At least my tour guide is friendly," she said to him.

David smiled in embarrassment.

Shortly after, two men entered the pub.  One was a huge man, at least seven feet tall, muscular and dumb looking.  The other was a slick man, wearing a three-piece business suit, complete with tie.  He walked over to Bridget and began talking while the big man merely walked to a post and leaned against it.

Bridget didn't show agitation, but they'd watched her long enough to know that she was concerned.  Setting two drinks on a tray, she left the bar and walked to their table.

Setting the drinks down, she said, "Here you go, folks.  One Peppermint Giant for the lady, and a Slick Willy for the gentleman."

The code phrase was hardly needed, but it at least gave them official notice that the suspects were in the room.  Vivian quietly chanted a hearing charm on both of them.

"So, Miss Bridget, have you considered my offer?" the man said when she returned to the bar.

"Considered and rejected," she said coldly.  "I can't afford your 'help'."

"I'm not sure you can afford to forego my help," the man said smoothly.  "Gorumshead's a dangerous place these days."

"I'll just have to take my chances on that score, I guess."

"I see.  Well, that is, of course, your prerogative.  I won't trouble you further this evening.  If you don't mind, I may stop in at a later date, to see if you've reconsidered."

"I won't," she assured him.

"Never say never," the man told her, his tone remaining friendly, even if the look in his eyes did not.  He motioned to the large man, and the two left the bar.  David and Vivian rose as soon as the door swished shut, and they followed the two men out into the street.

Vivian grabbed David's arm as they began to walk.

"Excuse me?" he asked quietly.

"If you don't want to draw suspicion, we need to look like a couple, not a couple of cops," she whispered to him, leaning in so that he could hear her, and to look even more like a dating pair.

"Gotcha," David said.  The two walked arm in arm down the street, following the slick man and his thug without appearing to take any notice of them.  One of them was always looking at the other, as if deep in romantic conversation.

The men turned into an alley, and Vivian and David sped up, so that they wouldn't lose him.  When they reached the alley, they saw the two men, halfway down, talking to a group of people.  Vivian's hearing charm was still in place, so they could hear what was being said.

"She's being stubborn," the man said to one of the others.

"She's always been a stupid bitch," one of the others replied.

"You want me to teach her a lesson, boss?" the huge man asked.  His voice rumbled out of his chest.

The slick man chuckled.  "You'd break her in half before you had any fun with her, Mongo."

"What you want us to do?" the unidentified man asked.

"I want you to turn that place into a pile of rubble."

"Right.  We'll take it down to the ground, right after closing."

"No, not tonight."

"Why not?"

"I was just in there, you nimrod.  If something happens to it right after I show up, then people talk."

"Well, how long you want us to wait, then?"

"Give it till Tuesday.  She'll be off-guard by then."

"You know, boss, she lives there."

"So?"

"We take the building down, she's going with it."

"And that's all the less trouble we'll have with others in the future, now isn't it?" the slick man asked.

The other men murmured in amused agreement.

After that, the meeting broke up.  David and Vivian moved across the street before anyone came near the end of the alley.  David moved Vivian into an unlit doorway.  He pushed her up against the door, and tilted his head just so, that it would look as if they were kissing.

"See anything?" he asked quietly.

"Just everyone leaving.  Our buddies are walking into the restaurant across the street.  The others are wandering back down toward the Mystic Wolf."

"Let's follow them, and make sure there's no trouble."

"They said they were going to wait until Tuesday."

"Yeah, that doesn't mean they don't plan on having fun with her before that."

"Good point."

The two "lovebirds" wandered back up the street, following behind the group of young men.  The men passed right by the Mystic Wolf, and though a few of them laughed, nothing else happened.  They made their way into another pub, further down the street.

"I guess we can call it a night," Vivian said.  "Don't you think?"

"Yeah.  I don't think they'll do anything tonight.  We're going to need backup on Tuesday, though."

"You really think so?"

"I don't want anything to happen to the pub.  In order to make sure of that, we can't be outnumbered five to one."

"That's true.  Okay, I'll let Joe know."

"Okay.  You want me to walk you back to the inn?"

"You worried about my safety?"

David snorted.  "I'm reasonably sure you can take care of yourself.  But it'll look weird if your 'date' abandons you on the street."

"True.  C'mon.  I wouldn't want to make you late for your real date."

David smirked, and then the two turned and walked back toward the Slyther Inn.



"This is nice," Lydia said.  "I've never seen the ocean before."

"Not even the Gulf of Gthark?"

"No, we never traveled down that way.  Truthfully, we never traveled much at all.  I spent my whole life within a hundred miles of Travaysal until I came to school."

David nodded.  The two were currently walking along the beach, barefoot.  They'd left their shoes on the blanket David had brougth with him.  The moon was hidden behind the trees that ran along the shoreline, but the stars were bright above them.  The wet sand squished between their toes as they walked together, chatting about school and other various topics.

After a while, they returned to the spot where David had laid out the blanket.  They dropped down onto the blanket, with Lydia on her back, looking up at the stars, and David on his side, looking down at her.  He rested his hand lightly on her stomach, rubbing softly back and forth.

Lydia looked up at him and smiled.  She didn't say anything, but the invitation in her eyes was clear.  David leaned down and kissed her, his tongue sliding smoothly into her mouth.  As they continued to kiss, his hand slowly moved upward until he was cupping her breast.  Lydia moaned softly, the sound almost drowned out by the roar of the waves. 

For a long time, the two kissed, David gently fondling her tit and pleasantly assaulting her tongue.  Finally, however, David slid his hand around to her back and pulled her to him, rolling onto his back so that she was now on top of him.  This way, both of his hands could play, and he started to massage both her breasts at once.

Lydia enjoyed that for more long moments, but then she broke their kiss, looking into his eyes and smiling.  David let his hands leave her tits and slide down onto her ass.  He squeezed her butt for a little while, but then he grabbed the hem of her shirt and began to pull it gently off her.  Lydia's smile grew a notch wider as she realized what he was doing, and she maneuvered to help him remove her shirt.

Lydia reached back herself and unfastened her bra, pulling it off her arms and dropping it onto the blanket beside them.  David's hands returned to her chest, gently fondling her mounds, occasionally sliding his thumb over a nipple.  Lydia mewled at that, enjoying the feel of his hands on her body.

David's hands finally left her tits and slid downward, unbuttoning her pants and then unzipping them.  Lydia smiled, encouraging him to take whatever liberties he chose.  David pulled her down against him and they kissed as David rolled them over, putting her beneath him now.

They broke their kiss and David pushed himself up onto his knees.  He grasped hold of Lydia's jeans and her panties, and he started to tug on them.  Getting the idea quickly, Lydia raised her legs in front of him, allowing him to more easily remove her clothes.  They were quickly off her legs and dumped on the blanket with the rest.  Lydia was now completely naked.  David held her legs together, running his hands up and down them for a long moment before he let go.

As Lydia parted her legs, resting them back on the ground, David removed his own shirt.  Lydia ran her hands over his chest, and then pulled him back down to her so that they could kiss some more.

David rolled them over once again, and then started to work on his own pants.  Once he had them undone, Lydia helped him to get them past his hips.  She lay on top of him, her body straddling his, as he worked to free his legs.  She could feel his hard cock pressing into her stomach, and she rolled her hips slightly to massage his shaft, keeping it nice and hard.

Now that they were both naked, David rolled them one last time.  He shifted his hips so that his cock slid across Lydia's clit.  She shivered at that, but he didn't stop.  He moved his dick so that the head of it was pressing against her opening.

"Go easy on me," she pleaded.

"Been a while?"

"Like never," she confirmed.

"You're a virgin?"

"Mychel always scared away any prospective boys.  One of the things I hate about living there."

David nodded, then he leaned down to kiss her.  As their lips moved against each other, David slowly pushed forward with his hips.  His cock slipped into her pussy without much trouble, but the going from there was tight.  He didn't force it, however.  He pulled back a little, and then pushed forward again.  He went further this time.  Another try, and he was able to push his way fully inside of her.

Lydia had whimpered at first, but she'd not asked him to stop.  Now he broke their kiss and pushed himself up slightly.

"Are you all right?" he asked softly.

"Uh-huh," she said, her look a little dazed.  "You're... really big," she told him.

David would have blushed, if he were able.  He stroked her cheek gently.  "Are you ready for me to move?"

"I'm not sure.  You'll just have to try it and find out."

"Okay."

David slowly withdrew from Lydia's pussy, and then just as slowly pushed his way back in.  Lydia's dazed look took on an amazed quality.  David decided not to stop this time, but to continue moving.  He slowly slid in and out of her, and Lydia's gaze grew more and more astonished.  He could see, however, the hints of her arousal rising.  He began to move just a little faster, and Lydia let out her first moan.

"Oh, god," she said.  "I'm not sure exactly what I'm feeling."

David leaned in and started to nibble on her ear as he increased his pace just a little more.  Lydia's hips started to move almost of their own accord, trying to push him further into her with each thrust.  She was sighing and groaning now, her body clearly heating up.

In only a short while, Lydia shuddered and her back arched, pushing her tits deep into David's chest.  She cried out in pleasure, and her pussy gripped David's cock strongly.  He pushed all the way into her and stopped, letting her ride out her climax.

Finally, after a long time, Lydia came down from her high, but was still somewhat breathless.

"What... the hell... was that?" she asked between breaths.

David looked down at her in shock.  "You've never had an orgasm before?"

She looked up at him.  "We weren't encouraged to experiment sexually," she said.  "Mychel would publicly humiliate any teen caught touching themselves.  I never wanted to take the chance."

"This guy sounds like a real dirtbag."

"He can be."

"Are you sore?" David asked.

"Honestly I don't know.  Right now, all of me is tingly."

"Would you like me to pull out?"

"Not especially," she said with a smile.

David ran his hand gently over her side, and up to her breast.  She quivered at that sensation.  When he lightly rolled her nipple between his fingers, she moaned.

"Oh, that feels nice."

David rocked his hips slightly a few times, keeping his moves small.

"Ooh, that feels nicer," Lydia said.

David smiled, then leaned down to kiss her.  He kept the kiss short, however, then he pushed himself up on his hands and started to thrust into her.  His moves were smooth, but deep.

"Oh, fuck, yes," Lydia said.  "God, do it."

David continued to thrust into her.  He knew that her heat was rising again, and he could feel his own climax approaching.  He moved faster, trying to drive her over the edge.

Lydia was twisting beneath him, her hips bucking up against him.  Finally, she cried out in pleasure, her hips bouncing off the blanket rapidly as her body was gripped by her orgasm.

David couldn't take the pleasure of that, and he blasted a torrent of cum up into her, grunting repeatedly as he did so.  It took a long time before he calmed down.  When he did, Lydia was still caught up in her own high.  He gently slipped out of her, rolling to one side.  She didn't even yet notice his absence.

It took a couple minutes before Lydia was able to respond to anything.  She rolled to her side and laid her arm across David's chest.

"That was awesome," she told him.

David grinned.



 "This guy's really starting to piss me off.  Today's supposed to be my day off," David said.

Joe snorted.  "Mine, too, but apparently he has no qualms working weekends."

The two were on their way back to Winding River.  Another girl had been reported missing from the University of Albany, and everyone was fearing the worst.  David knew they were too late to catch the bastard dumping the body.  In fact, no one had, as yet, found the body, but the likelihood was that it was either in Winding River, or in Springfield.

David parked the glide car next to the travel gate, and they both stepped out.

"What was the girl's name?" David asked Joe.

"Christina Robbins."

David pulled out the Dalmajak Cynosure and asked it to find Christina Robbins.  Sure enough, it pointed the way.  David sighed and they started walking.

"I have to give this motherfucker credit," David said.  "He's not leaving us anything to go on."

"Yeah," Joe agreed.

Nothing else was said until they reached the spot that the cynosure was pointing to.  Lying there, in the tall grasses, was the body of a young blonde woman.  David looked closer, to see that she had green eyes.  Joe looked at the picture of her that he had, and compared it to the body before him.

"It looks like her," he said.

David grunted.  He took out his wand to capture the usual images of the scene.  Joe started to sweep the area for any clues.  The killer hadn't left any at the other scenes, but playing for breaks was all they had at this point.

"We should have brought the glide car over here," Joe said.  "Now we have to carry her."

David raised his wand, tracing a triangle in the air, and he intoned, "Aki yofier bolt."

"What was that for?" Joe asked.

David just pointed.  In the distance, they could already see the glide car approaching.

"It comes when called?" Joe asked incredulously.

"If it can easily figure out the path.  It couldn't navigate a city all by itself.  But here, it can drive in a straight line right to us."

"Damn, that's cool."

David opened the trunk of the glide car and removed one of the magically sterile sheets he'd put in there when they started this investigation.

Joe levitated the body, and David was about to start wrapping it, when he noticed something.

"Hey... there's something in her hand."

The victim's left hand was closed into a tight fist, and David could see something sticking out from under her fingers.

"What is it?" Joe asked.  He continued to levitate the body while David carefully opened her fingers.  A scrap of paper fell out.  David picked it up.

"Well?" Joe asked.

David looked at both sides.  One side had no writing on it.  The other merely said "Time Din".  He showed it to Joe.

"No idea.  You think it's important?"

"She did," David pointed out.

"Right.  That makes it important enough."

"But what the hell does it mean?"

"I don't know.  I'd think she's trying to tell us something, but what?  The only phrase I can make out of that is 'timed in", and that doesn't make any sense."

"Maybe it's the paper itself that's important, and not the words on it," Joe said.

David looked at it.  "It's just paper, far as I can tell.  We can have the examiner look it over, but I don't see what could be special about it."

"Well, she tore it off for a reason.  It has to mean something."

"Wait... yes, tore it off."

"Right..." Joe said.

"Maybe she didn't get all of what she wanted in the tearing."

"Meaning what?"

"Meaning she was trying to give us a message, but when she ripped the paper, this was all she was able to get."

"Okay, I'd buy that... but how does it help?"

"Well, it means we need to find something that includes what we see on the paper.  Probably the name of a business, like a club or something.  Maybe where she met the guy who killed her."

"Good thinking.  So... businesses in Albany?"

"Yeah.  Let's go drop the body off with the examiner, then see if we can't run this down."

"Okay."

They wrapped the body carefully in the sheet, and did their best to be respectful as they were putting it into the trunk of the glide car.  It was hardly an ideal way to transport the body, but they didn't have anything else available.

David and Joe got in the car, and David had to keep himself from racing across the terrain.  They had a clue, which meant he could actually do something other than guess at what was going on.



David's enthusiasm was short-lived, and had turned almost immediately to frustration.  They hadn't found any clubs or other businesses in Albany that had the word "Time" followed by the letters "Din" in their name.  They had then checked in Springfield, with no better luck.

David tacked a copy of the scrap of paper up on the board in his office he was using to keep track of the investigation.  So far, all he had was the one scrap of paper, and eight pictures of dead girls.  He also had a list of some three thousand cars that had completed the trip from Albany to Springfield at the required times.  He would first narrow that list down to the few dozen wizards it probably contained, and then see if any of them were eliminated by this latest killing.

He couldn't do that just yet, however, because it was now Tuesday, and he had a pub to protect.

"David, give us a rundown," Joe said.  They were all gathered in a back room of a restaurant that was a few doors down from the Mystic Wolf.

"Okay, we're looking at an extortion case here.  Bridget has twice been approached to pay money for protection from the local gangs.  The last time we saw our suspects, we followed them.  They met up with some other hoodlum-types, and made plans to basically destroy the pub in retaliation for her lack of cooperation, and as a message to anyone else who might resist."

"So, tonight, we're... what?"

"Stopping the hoodlum-types from destroying the building.  I should also point out that all of these people are aware that Bridget lives and sleeps upstairs.  They mentioned it at their meeting on Friday.  They expect her to die in the destruction."

"They said that?" Joe asked.

Vivian confirmed.  "The 'business' guy said that would make it less likely anyone would ignore them in the future."

"Okay, and that makes it premeditated, guys," Joe said.  "We're not just looking at extortion now.  Now we're looking at attempted murder.  And we want it to remain attempted murder, so let's not fuck this up."

"Could we move Bridget out to another building?" one of the other Rimohrs asked.

"Too risky.  The hoodlums might be watching the pub already."

"Any way we can keep her safe, then?"

"I've asked her to stay just inside the back door.  That way, she can get out quick if the building starts to collapse.  One of us should be protecting that door," David said.

Joe nodded.  "Tom, you take care of that.  Your primary job is to keep Bridget safe.  Once the gang shows up and starts to act, get her out of there to safety."

Tom nodded.

"What do we have to let them do before we can take them down?" another Rimohr asked.

Joe replied, "We have to let them damage the building.  It sucks, but unless we see a positive act in that direction, they can say it was all just talk."

There were murmurs among the group.  They didn't like that.

Joe said, "Any further questions?"

"How aggressive are we allowed to be in stopping them?" David asked.

"Try not to kill anyone.  Injury is acceptable.  Use the minimum force needed to stop them, however."

David nodded.

"Anything else?"  There was nothing.  "Okay, let's move out.  Be aware of your surroundings.  Pay attention to whether anyone is watching you.  David, Vivian, you two go ahead on to the pub."

They nodded.  Before they left the building, they were once again arm in arm.  Neither of them was currently in uniform.  Their job was to observe from inside the pub, to see if anything happened.  They were once again putting on their "loving couple" routine.

"Welcome back, you two," Bridget said as she came over to them.  Her voice was clearly nervous.

"Just relax, Bridget," David said in a low voice that only the three of them could hear.  "We've got this covered."

She nodded at him, trying to smile.  They ordered dinner, and she went off to fill their order.

"You're awfully confident in us being able to stop them."

"As long as she makes it out of the building, it doesn't really matter."

"Be a pretty big loss for her if they're able to destroy the place."

"If we can't do our jobs well enough to prevent that, I'll rebuild the pub for her out of my own damned pocket."

Vivian looked at him in surprise.

"There are seven of us on this case.  If that's not enough to stop a bunch of punks, then the entire group of us need retraining."

"Fair enough," she said.

The two chatted about little things while they ate.  It was after midnight, and the pub would close soon.  They would not leave the building until the attack happened.

Once Bridget had officially shut the pub for the night, David and Vivian escorted her to the back door.  They stayed with her while they all waited.

After about a half hour, David pulled out his mirror and contacted Joe.

"Anything?" he asked.

"We've seen some movement, but no gathering yet.  Go ahead and keep this connection.  That way I can let you know as soon as anything goes down."

David nodded, setting his mirror on a nearby table.  They waited for another hour before anything happened.

"David, you there?"

David picked up his mirror.  "Yeah."

"We've got a group of guys coming down the street.  They look like they might be the ones we're waiting for.  Come on to the front door.  Tom's already watching the back.  He'll get Bridget out as soon as the shit starts."

"Okay."

David put his mirror away.

"We've got to go now," he told Bridget.  She nodded jerkily.  "You'll be safe.  Just stick by this door... but don't stand right in front of it.  If necessary, Tom will blast through it to get you out of here, and you don't want to get hurt being rescued."

Bridget nodded again, too nervous to talk.

"Okay.  You ready?" he asked Vivian.

"Let's do it."

They made their way toward the front door.  They weren't quite to it yet when the first blast hit the building.  The ceiling shook, and dust fell, but the structure was a tough one, and it didn't even crack under the impact.

David and Vivian both morphed their clothes back into their uniforms, and then they prepared to open the front door.

"You open it while standing behind it.  I'll go through, and you can follow me," David said.

Vivian nodded.  She knew he was protecting her with his own body, but she accepted that, for the moment.

"Now!" David said.  Vivian yanked open the door, staying under cover.  David stepped out onto the walk in front of the building.

"RIMOHR OFFICERS!  DROP YOUR WANDS IMMEDIATELY OR YOU WILL BE HEXED!" David shouted at the top of his voice.  This invited three serious energy balls in his direction, but he was able to duck those.  The other Rimohrs fired from cover at those who had attacked David, and they were down quickly.

Vivian emerged from the building to nearly have her head blown off.  David pushed her sideways at the last second, and fired a heavy lightning bolt at her attacker, who went down shuddering and twitching.

The battle didn't last very long.  The hoods weren't skilled, and the Rimohrs had better position.  In a matter of seconds, all of them were lying on the ground.  Most were not injured, but a couple would require trips to the infirmary.

David walked over to the apparent leader of this group, reached down and hauled him to his feet.  He then grabbed the man's sleeve and pulled it up, exposing his forearm.  Sure enough, the tattoo of The Clan was found there.

"You know, I would have thought with Kendall out of the loop, you idiots would have gone away."

The guy snorted derisively.  "Kendall wasn't anyone.  He ran things up at the school, and he couldn't even do that right."

"So, if Kendall's not the leader of The Clan, then who is?" David asked.

"Wouldn't you like to fuckin' know," the guy sneered.

"That's why I asked the question," David replied calmly.

"Go blow yourself."

"Don't have to; your mother said she'd do it."

"You son of a bitch," the guy snarled, and swung on David.  David nailed him with a vicious right cross that put the guy firmly on the ground, his head spinning with the impact.

"That... could be considered provoking him," Joe said with a grin.

"Yeah, well... he's already given us one important piece of information.  Actually, two."

"Two?"

"First, The Clan is branching out into racketeering.  Second, that Wendell Kendall wasn't the leader of The Clan."

"Perhaps he's just saying that to screw with us?"

"Maybe, but I doubt it.  The way the comment came out, it didn't sound rehearsed."

"Okay, fair enough.  But it doesn't really tell us much that we didn't already kind-of know.  Someone else is calling the shots now."

"Yeah.  But it gives us something else to ask them about during interrogation.  Maybe someone will slip."

"Do you mean that literally, or figuratively?" one of the other agents asked derisively.

David looked at him crossly.  "How many people have you busted this year?"

The man walked away scowling.  The answer to the question was "none", which was why David had asked it.

"No way to make friends," Joe warned.

"His kind of friend, I don't need.  I got stabbed in the back by one of my colleagues twice last year.  I'm not letting it happen again."

Joe nodded.  Raising his voice, he said, "Okay, let's get these assholes rounded up."

David went back into the pub, to make sure that Bridget was all right.

When she saw him, she hugged him tightly, then gave him a strong kiss.

"Thank you," she said unnecessarily when she let go of him.

"My pleasure," he told her.  "You're okay?"

"Yeah, nothing happened back here."

"Okay.  Report any damage to the building.  We'll need it for the case files, and the government will reimburse you for the repair costs, since we essentially caused them by waiting for The Clan to attack."

Bridget nodded.

"I've gotta go.  Paperwork to do," he said.

Bridget smiled at him.  "Okay, handsome.  You take it easy."

"You, too."



 David was working on the serial killer case when he was interrupted by Tanya again.

"Hey, David?  Someone out here to see you.  Says he's your little brother.  I didn't know you had family here."

"Not that kind of little brother," David said with a grin.  "Show him in."

Rick walked in and looked around.

"Hey, Rick.  What's up?"

"I've never been in your office before.  Cool.  Um, anyway, I was wondering if you had a minute.  I'm having some problems with one of my teachers, and I wanted to get some advice."

"Okay, sure.  Take a seat."

Rick sat down while David closed the office door.  He came back, sat down in his own chair, and asked, "So, who are you having difficulty with?"

"Prof. Rutherford."

"Okay.  Is the problem personal, or academic?"

"I'm not sure.  She seems to be riding me awfully hard in class.  I don't know if I'm just doing that bad, or if she doesn't like me."

"How badly are you doing?" David asked.

"About a C."

"About a C?"

Rick blushed.  "Okay, it's a D+."

"Have you asked her for additional help, to get a better understanding of the material?"

"I don't really care that much about the material.  The class is boring.  I thought we'd be doing some really cool stuff, moving around boulders and making huge waves.  So far, we haven't done anything except sit and read."

David nodded, then rose from his chair.  "Come on," he said.  Rick followed him out of the office.

David looked to Seth and said, "I'll be back in a few minutes."

Rick followed David out to the front of the building.  They then walked over toward the river.

"So, you figured that you'd be doing stuff like this," David said, and moved his hand.  A column of dirt thrust up from the ground and then arched over until it met the ground again, forming a perfect half-circle large enough that they could walk through it.

"Or maybe this," David said, and waved his hand at the river.  A column of twisting water erupted, spiraling upwards and then blossoming into a series of rings that adorned the outside of the column.

"Yeah!  That's cool!" Rick enthused.

David let the water column collapse.

"I didn't learn to do that until my fourth semester of TEM.  I didn't learn to do the arch this well until my third semester, but that's because I had problems.

"TEM is a hard subject.  If she tried to have you do terramandy right now, you couldn't.  You don't yet know enough of what you have to know to make it work.  She warned you at the very beginning of the year, I know, that you wouldn't be doing fancy stuff in this first semester."

"Yeah, but... this feels like damned high school algebra all over again!"

David chuckled.  "If you want to get to the fun stuff, you have to work through the boring stuff.  In fact, if you don't take in the boring stuff well enough, you'll never be able to do the fun stuff."

"Ugh.  You mean, I really do have to know all this shit?"

"Yes.  And know it well, if you want to be any good."

"Dammit."

"If you didn't want to work that hard, why in the world did you come to Woodward?  You had to know its reputation..."

"I want to be a really good wizard."

"Being a really good wizard means working your ass off," David pointed out.  "In my first year, I was probably putting in eight to ten hours a day on school work."

"And now?" Rick wondered.

"About six.  The rest of my time is spent working."

"When do you have any fun?"

"Rick... at my level, schoolwork is fun.  I'm learning what I want to learn, discovering the things I want to know.  But if you mean, when do I cut loose and just relax... six hours of schoolwork, eight to ten hours of real work, and four hours of sleep, that's only eighteen to twenty hours of the day.  I've still got four to six hours to have fun."

"You only get four hours of sleep a night?"

"I'm a demighost.  That's all I need."

"Damn, that must be nice."

David chuckled.  The line was very reminiscent of his classmates in his first years at the academy.

"It has its benefits."

"So, back to my problem... what do you think I should do?"

"If you're not interested in working that hard, you should change your class to something else next semester.  Prof. Rutherford is only going to get more demanding as time goes on.  On the other hand, if you put forth the effort, she will do everything she can to help you understand the subject.  I should know; she had to put up with me while I was taking classes in TEM."

"But... you can do that shit," Rick said, motioning to the arch.

"I can do that now.  I had a lot of trouble in the beginning.  But that's what I mean about school being fun.  I'm doing Elemandy as directed study now, and I'm discovering all sorts of interesting things I can do.  Of course, you don't get to that point until at least your fifth year, but it's something to look forward to."

"I guess.  I just don't know if I want to spend my time staring at equations and theories for the next six months."

"Well, that's a choice I can't make for you.  If you're really that unsure, I'd suggest you not take TEM next semester, and think about it without having the classwork to weigh you down.  Besides, then you might discover something you like even more.  And if you decide you do want to learn Elemandy, you can simply start taking TEM again."

"Yeah.  That's a good idea.  I think that's what I'll do.  Thanks, David."

"No problem.  You want to go to lunch?"

"Sure."

"Okay, let me go get Jailla from the office."

The two came back into the security office.  Rick looked around while David put away a couple folders he'd been dealing with.  He didn't like leaving anything open on his desk when he wasn't around.  He then motioned to Jailla, who hopped up onto his shoulder.

While David had been dealing with his files, Rick had been looking around.

"You keep pictures of naked women in your office?" Rick asked.

David looked at Rick balefully.  "They're dead, Rick."

"What?  Oh, gross."

David smirked, knowing that Rick was ogling their bodies.  The killer had left them pristine enough that it was hard to tell, at a cursory glance, that they were dead.  "These are part of the investigation I'm doing as a Rimohr."

"What's this?" he asked, pointing to the scrap of paper with "Time Din" on it.

"The last victim had that in her hand.  We're trying to figure out what it means.  We figure she was trying to tell us who her killer was, but we think she wasn't able to tear off enough of whatever it was to give us the entire name.  We tried figuring out what the place was, with no luck."

"Time Din," Rick said.  "Doesn't make sense.  What do you figure it belongs to?"

"We think it's probably the name of a club or something, where she met him.  Unfortunately, there are no clubs in either of the two cities with names that have 'Time Din' in them.  Anyway, let's go to lunch."

"Time Din," Rick muttered to himself.  After a moment, he asked, "Have you looked in the dictionary for words that start with d-i-n?"

"Uh... no, we hadn't thought of that."  Idiot, David thought about himself.

"Maybe you can figure something out that way.  I mean... Din... ding... dinosaur... dinner... hey, maybe it's a restaurant?"

David stared at him incredulously.  "Not a restaurant, Nick.  A diner.  Fuck, why the hell didn't we think of that?  This is probably from the top of a menu!"

"So... Time Diner?  Weird name for a restaurant."

"That's probably not the whole name," David said.  "Thanks, Rick.  You've just given us a lot of help.  Now I'll buy you lunch."

"But lunch is free," Rick objected light-heartedly.

"Which means you can have just as much of it as you want," David told him with a grin.

God, what a fucking idiot I am!  Why didn't I think of that?



 "Charles Faggioni, Gulbort Duganyiy," David said.  Behind him stood three other Rimohrs.  They were in the Mystic Wolf Pub, where the two men had just come to try, once more, to "reason" with Bridget.

"Yes, officers?" Faggioni asked.

"You're under arrest," Vivian said.  She was one of the Rimohrs with David, along with Tom and a man named Deke.

"What's the charge?" Faggioni asked coolly.

David said, "Extortion, racketeering, and conspiracy."

"My.  That sounds nasty."

"Hands out."

"As you wish, officer," Faggioni said.  Both he and Gulbort put their hands in front of them.  Faggioni saw the look on David's face.  "Did you expect us to resist?"

"Oh, please do," David replied.

"Yes, I know how you officers would enjoy that.  No, my friend and I will accompany you willingly.  We'll be out in a couple of hours, anyway."

"Not likely," Vivian said.  "The magistrate isn't even in this district this week."

Faggioni frowned.  "No matter.  A little rest for the two of us.  I'm sure this matter will all be cleared up quickly.  We haven't broken any laws, officers.  Merely offered some assistance to our local shopkeepers."

"Yeah, under threat of violence," David replied.

"Oh, that would be nasty of us, wouldn't it, officer?  But that is something you will never be able to prove."

"Wanna bet?" David asked.

The man looked at him calmly, but David saw a hint of worry behind the facade.

"Let's take 'em downtown," David said to Vivian.

"Gorumshead doesn't have a 'downtown', as such," she objected.

David rolled his eyes.  "It's just an expression.  Sheesh."

Vivian giggled, and then they followed as the other two Rimohrs led the suspects out of the pub.  This had gone far more easily than David had expected it to.  That worried him.  If they were this cooperative upon arrest, it stood to reason they had an expectation of winning in court.  What could they have up their sleeves?



David was in a staff meeting with the dean and other non-faculty department heads, when he received an urgent call on his mirror.

"Excuse me, Ma'am," David said.  He pulled out his mirror, and answered the call.

"Yes?" David asked.

Healer Hall was on the other side of the mirror.  "David, I have a young lady here in the infirmary.  She has apparently been raped."

"On my way," David said.  Healer Hall nodded, and then they fogged off with each other.  David stood.  "If you'll excuse me, ma'am, duty calls."

"Keep me informed, David," Dean Lengel ordered.  He nodded to her, and marched out of the room.

As the meeting was in Beckett Hall, it didn't take David long to get to the infirmary.  He stopped in at her office to talk to Annie first.

"What's her physical condition?"

"Bruised.  Apparently, she was tied up, then he started getting violent.  Nothing really serious, but she's going to be sore for a few days."

"And emotionally?"

"She's pretty shaky.  You might want to walk softly."

"Do my best."

Annie nodded at him, and then David went to the indicated room in the infirmary.

David was busy pulling out some parchment to make notes on as he started to speak, and he didn't see who he was talking to.

"Okay, ma'am, my name is David Stroud and I'm the Chief of... Rose?" he said, interrupting his spiel.

Lying on the infirmary bed was Rose Waters, David's sex-ed partner.

Rose started crying, and then reached out for David.  He bent over and hugged her tightly, letting her cry it out for a long time.  He rocked slightly and rubbed her back.  The case could wait; she needed to be supported just now.

Finally, Rose was able to pull herself together.  She let David go, and he straightened, but stayed close to her.

"What happened?" David asked softly.

"That... fucker... beat me!"

"Annie said you were raped."

"Can you call it rape, if, when we started, I was willing?"

"That depends on if you told him to stop at any point."

"I did."

"Then it's rape.  Who was it?"

"His name is Dennis Waldrop."  She gave David a description of the guy.

"Is he a student here?"

"I guess so.  I mean, he wore our uniform, and he acted like a student.  But I've never seen him in any of our classes throughout the years."

David nodded.  "Are you up to telling me what happened?"

Rose sniffled, then nodded, wiping her nose.  "Well, he'd been getting friendly with me for the last few weeks.  Finally he asked me out.  Well, I said yes.  We had a couple dates, then he asked if I was ready for us to have sex.

"I agreed with that, and so we made a date for last night to do it in my room.  When he showed up, he had a bag with him.  I asked him what was in it, and he started to try to convince me to try bondage."

David smirked.

"Yeah, exactly," she said, seeing the look on his face.  "I told him I was already into that kind of thing, and I was perfectly happy to be tied up.  I shouldn't have been so goddamned eager.

"Once he had me bound, he started to get violent.  He was slapping me and choking me.  He even punched me once when I told him to stop.  I was pleading with him to just untie me and leave.  I told him I wasn't interested in this kind of bondage, and that he needed to just back off."

"Had you agreed on a safe word?" David asked.

"Yes, but he ignored it when I used it."

David nodded.

"Anyway, when he was good and ready, he got undressed, cut off my clothes with a knife, and then... he..."

David pulled her close, as she was obviously near tears again.

"He penetrated you?"

"Many times.  He was there for like four hours."

"And you told him, verbally, to stop."

"Yes.  At least a couple dozen times."

David nodded, making notes.  "You said the date was last night.  Why are you only reporting it now?"

"He left me tied up!" she said.  "He finished what he was doing and just... left!  If it hadn't been for Tina, I'd still be there."

"Tina?"

"My friend.  We had planned to go to the concert tonight.  When she couldn't get a hold of me, she asked maintenance to let her into my room."

"Maintenance let her in, without contacting security?"

Rose shrugged.

David nodded and made a note.  "The ropes he tied you with, are they still in your room?"

"Yeah.  The maintenance guy used a spell to cut me loose, and then they brought me here."

"Okay.  That's enough for now.  I'm sure we'll need to talk more about this in the next few days."

David put away his parchment, and looked at Rose, his demeanor changing from official to friend.

"Now... are you okay?  Is there anything I can do for you?"

"Catch this motherfucker," she said.

David hugged her, and she gripped him tightly.  Finally, they separated.

"If you want to talk, just mirror me."

"Thanks, David."

"I've got to go get started on this now."

Rose nodded, and then David left her.

David returned to Beckett Hall, making his way to the Dean's office.  He knocked on the door, and then entered.

"What's going on, David?" she asked.

"Can you check to see if there is a Dennis Waldrop attending the academy?"

Dean Lengel pulled out her ledger and opened it to the right page.  She looked down the list, and then closed it.  "No one by that name."

"Shit."

"What happened?"

"Rose Waters was raped by a man claiming to be a student of the school, and using the name Dennis Waldrop.  Let me check with the Rimohr office real quick, and see if they have anything on the name."

David checked in with the office, but the only Dennis Waldrop they had on record lived south of Senesty, and did not fit the description that Rose had given.

"So our perp was using a fake name.  If he lives in Gorumshead, he'll be easy to track down.  Rose gave us a full description, right down to his.. uh... 'size'."

Dean Lengel blushed.

"I'm going to go down to her room now and look for evidence.  I'm also going to have to have a talk with the maintenance chief."

"Why?"

"Apparently, when Rose's friend was concerned about her well-being, she called maintenance.  Maintenance let her into the room without contacting the security office."

"That's the way we used to do it," Dean Lengel told him.

"Yes, but not how we do it now."

"He probably forgot."

"I'll make sure he doesn't forget in the future."

Dean Lengel nodded.

"Is there anything more you need from me?" David asked.

"Not right now.  Keep me in the loop on this one, David."

"Will do."

David left Beckett Hall and rode the rock lifts down until he was at Thunderbird Dorm.  He entered Rose's room and looked around.  There was no sign of anything in the living room or kitchen area.  The bathroom looked as though it had been used to shower recently.  The bedroom was a disaster, however.  The bedclothes were twisted and pulled free from the matress.  The pillows were on the floor.  A pile of rope lay next to the bed.  David crouched and picked up one of the ropes.  The knot was a basic square knot; anyone with even basic rope knowledge would know how to tie it.

David pulled out his mirror, and he contacted Tanya.

"What's up, Chief?" she asked.

"Bring the evidence kit down to Thunderbird Dorm.  Room C2, if you would."

"What have we got?"

"A mess," David replied.

"On my way."



 

 












	

	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 6


Chapter 7: December


"Lab results are back," Tanya said to David, leaning in through his office door.  He got up and walked into her office.  Because David's hands were already full with the serial killer, and he wanted to make sure the case got full attention, he'd given Tanya the lead on Rose's case, but he still wanted to be informed of everything that went on.

"Anything?" he asked.  She handed it over.  As he read, she summarized.

"The hairs we found are the wrong color, based on what Rose described.  We have no usable fingerprints, which is not strange, since she said he was wearing gloves for most of the time.  She also said something strange.  She said he wore a rubber.  A rubber what?"

David smirked.  "It's an Earth term for a condom."

"Oh!  Okay, well... that would explain the lack of DNA in the lab sample.  Essentially, we haven't got much, and what we do have contradicts our victim.  I'm personally inclined to believe our victim.  The hair could have come from someone else who had visited recently."

"Possible.  Let me check on something and get back to you.  Do you have any other leads in this case?"

"Still canvassing the campus to see if anyone else has information on this scumbag.  A few people remember seeing him, but always in Rose's presence, and they don't know him beyond that."

David nodded.  "Keep on it."

"Of course."



"All rise," the bailiff intoned.  As he went through the rest of his spiel, David looked at the defendant.  He was concerned about what this guy had up his sleeve.

"Okay, everyone be seated.  Miss Young, Mr. Fielding, how we doin' today?"

"Just fine, Your Honor," Miss Young said.

"Swell," Mr. Fielding replied.

"Okay, what've we got, Robin?"

The court clerk set the file before him.  "The crown versus Charles Faggioni and Gulbort Duganyiy.  Extortion and racketeering."

"Okay.  Is the crown ready to proceed?"

"Yes, Your Honor."

"The defense?"

Faggioni rose.  "Yes, Your Honor," he said, then sat back down.

"The crown may call its first witness."

David sat and watched as the crown called Bridget and a couple other shopkeepers.  They then called Vivian, as she was the senior officer between them.  Finally, she called him to the stand.

After being sworn in, David sat and waited.

Miss Young said, "Officer Stroud, let's keep this simple.  What can you add to Officer Columbo's testimony?"

"Not much.  Since we covered this case together, we both saw and heard the same things.  I really can't think of anything she left out."

"So, you heard the conversation between Mr. Faggioni, Mr. Duganyiy, and several other men?"

"Yes."

"And what was said during that conversation?"

"They were discussing what to do about Bridget's refusal to pay protection money."

"Objection, Your Honor," Faggioni said immediately.  "The term 'protection money' is a loaded and biased term, and I cannot allow-"

David cut him off.  "You told Bridget that you could protect her from any activities by the local gang population if she would give you money for that task.  By definition, that makes it protection money."

The magistrate looked at Faggioni and shrugged.  "He's got you.  Objection overruled.  Continue."

Miss Young asked, "And what, if any, decision was reached on what to do about Bridget's refusal?"

"They decided to destroy the pub.  With her inside of it."

"They specifically mentioned that she should be inside?"

"When the decision was reached, one of the... 'other men' mentioned that she lived there, and would thus be there when the building was destroyed.  Mr. Faggioni indicated that this would make it less likely that anyone would refuse their protection again."

"I have no further questions for this witness, Your Honor."

"Mr. Faggioni?" the magistrate asked.

"Oh, yes," Mr. Faggioni said rising.  "Mr. Stroud, you're not an actual Rimohr, are you?"

"I am a Rimohr intern," David replied.

"So, just a trainee," Faggioni continued.

"No, sir.  As an intern, I have full authority, as long as I am in the company of other Rimohrs.  The only exception to this rule is that I am not allowed to arrest anyone."

"But, shall we at least say, a rookie?  A newbie?  A neophyte?"

"I've been on the job for about five and a half months."

"So, you're probably not even clear yet on procedure, let alone investigative technique..."

"Mr. Faggioni, before becoming a Rimohr, I worked for the security department of Woodward Academy for two years in volunteer positions.  I'm well versed in investigations.  As to procedure, I will admit that comes to me on a case-by-case basis."

"So, you didn't really know what you were doing when you were asked to look into the complaint made by Miss Bridget."

"I believe I did.  Moreover, any place I might have been deficient would have been filled in by my supervising officer, in this case, Vivian Columbo."

"I see.  But the point is that you, yourself, don't yet have the full knowledge of a Rimohr."

"That is technically correct."

"So your judgments are, at best, inexperienced.  At worst, uninformed."

"I wouldn't characterize them that way, but I hardly think it's important in this case, as I wasn't making any judgments."

"Weren't you?  Didn't you assume that I was threatening Bridget when I made my offer, when in fact, all I was offering was a membership in a neighborhood crime prevention group."

"For two thousand granas a month?  Those are some hellacious dues.  Further, as I later heard you speaking very openly about damaging the pub in direct response to her rejection, again, no judgment was needed."

"Except you had to make a judgment about whether to follow us or not.  If your judgment had been... well, let's just say different, then you would not have heard any of my further conversations, now would you have?"

"Except that, also, was not a judgment call, because we were specifically following up on a complaint against you, not some anonymous threatening individual."

"Hmm.  Mr. Stroud, it's true that you're a demighost, correct?"

"Yes, and the court is well aware of this fact."

"Were you visible at the time you claim to have heard my conversation with the other gentlemen?"

"Visible and solid," David confirmed.

"Then why didn't we see you?"

"It was dark and you weren't paying attention."

"Come now, Mr. Stroud.  Weren't you, in fact, invisible, and thus unable to testify about any of this?"

"No, I was not.  And, if that were, in fact, true, why didn't you see Officer Columbo, either?  She was there, too."

Faggioni frowned, but didn't let it upset him.  "You claim that in our conversation, we discussed the destruction of the Mystic Wolf Pub.  Did you record that conversation?"

"No.  We didn't have a recording device with us."

"So all we have is the word of an untrained almost-Rimohr demighost."

"Corroborated in full by a full-fledged Rimohr Officer, yes."

"An officer who, as your lover, would do whatever necessary to back you up."

"Excuse me?"

"Come now, Mr. Stroud.  You were seen leaving the Mystic Wolf arm in arm, talking in low tones.  It is quite clear that the two of you were having a liaison."

David snorted.  "While Officer Columbo and I are, in fact, good friends, we're not quite that close.  What the patrons of the pub saw was exactly what we wanted them to see: a couple on a date.  It's called being undercover, Mr. Faggioni."

"So lying is a regular part of your duties?" Faggioni asked.

"Hiding who we are is a normal part of operations during an investigation, yes."

"So, if lying is normal for a Rimohr, how can we believe anything you tell us now?"

"The patrons of the bar didn't place me under oath to tell them the truth, Mr. Faggioni," David said.

"Well.  One would expect a public servant not to need incentive to be truthful to the citizens.  No further questions for this witness, Your Honor."

David looked puzzled, but stepped down from the witness stand.  He went back to his seat to watch the remainder of the trial.



"Mr. Faggioni, Mr. Duganyiy, please rise," The magistrate intoned.  The defendants rose to receive judgment.

"It is the opinion of this magistrate that the two of you are guilty as sin.  It is, unfortunately, the opinion of this court that the crown has not presented sufficient evidence to prove its case with reasonable certainty.  I am therefore entering a verdict of not guilty.  You are free to go."

Faggioni punched Duganyiy in the arm, and they both headed down the aisle toward the door.  As he passed David, he said, "Better luck next time, Junior."

David glared after the man, but Faggioni didn't even look back.

Fuck.



Rose knocked lightly on David's office door, causing him to look up from his paperwork.

"You wanted to see me, David?"

"Yeah.  Come on in and have a seat."  David went into the outer room for a second, to call Tanya in, as it was her case.  Once she joined them, David closed the door.

"Rose," he said, "I wanted to go over your description of your attacker one more time, just to make sure we're all clear on it."

"Okay," she said, confused.  She reiterated her description exactly as she had before.

David sighed.  "The problem we're having," he said to her, "is that your description doesn't match the evidence we found at the scene.  Had there been anyone else in your dorm room that day, or in the preceding couple days?"

"No.  You think I'm making this up?" she asked shakily.

"No, nothing like that.  We live in a world of magic.  There are any number of reasons that things don't add up the way they should.  The first thing we have to check is the most straightforward.  I believe you're telling us what you saw.  But the question is, did you see what you saw?"

"Huh?"

"Were you seeing the truth, or were you seeing a well-crafted lie?  Was your date, in other words, using a glamour?"

"I... don't know.  I obviously didn't recognize it as one if he was."

David nodded.

Tanya interjected.  "There's no way for us to know, is there?"

"There is.  It's what I told you I needed to check on the other day.  There is a process, one of the few officially sanctioned legal divination processes, that will allow us to find out if you were seeing a glamour or not.  Unfortunately, it will not give us a real face.  It will only tell us if the face we've got right now is fake."

"Great, so who do we get to do this?"

"I can do it.  I learned how yesterday after that goddamned trial.  But there's a catch."

"What's the catch?" Rose asked.

"The process will be fairly unpleasant for you," David said.  "In order to try to figure out if you were seeing a glamour or not, I have to access the part of you that controls magic.  You see, what I'm going to be looking at is the part of your mind that senses whether magic is being used.  Often we're not aware of when magic is being used in our presence, because we don't look for it.  It is possible that you subconsciously noted the glamour, however.  But in digging this deeply into your mind, you will feel decidedly uncomfortable, emotionally."

"I'm already uncomfortable emotionally," Rose told him.  "If this will help us catch that bastard, then I'm all for it."

"Okay.  I want us to do this up in the infirmary.  That way, if you get to feeling really bad, we have help on hand."

Rose nodded.  The three of them headed out of the office and rode up to the Academy level, then walked over to Belleci Hall and into the infirmary.

"Hello, David," Annie said with a smile.  "What can I do for you folks?"

"Hey, Annie," David said.  "I need to borrow a bed for a few minutes.  We're going to perform a magical scan that might make Rose feel decidedly ill, and I thought we should be here, just in case."

"Oh, well, that's probably a good idea.  All the beds are empty today, so pick whichever you like."

David motioned Rose to lie down on the nearest one, and then he reached into his coat and pulled out a circular crystal of a deep, cobalt blue.  He placed it on her forehead.

"Close your eyes," he said quietly.  Rose did so, but she was frowning.

"Are you okay?" David asked her.

"Scared, a little," she admitted.

David reached down and took her hand.  She gripped it tightly.

"Thanks," she told him.

"Okay," he said, keeping his voice quiet to try to help her stay calm.  "I'm going to begin now.  I won't be able to talk while I'm doing this.  In fact, I won't even be able to hear you speak to me.  Try to relax.  I'm not going to read any of your thoughts, so please don't worry about your privacy."

"You already know my secrets, anyway," she told him with a small grin.

David smirked.  "Here we go."

Rose jolted slightly as David began his incantation.  His mind began to slide into hers, through the crystal.  It focused his attention deep within her, looking for the part of her that controlled the magic.  When he made the connection, he jolted himself.  So much power ran through this part of any wizard's mind, it was a dangerous place to visit.  David had to be careful lest he seriously hurt himself mentally.

Remembering what he'd been taught, he sifted through the memories of magic, looking for her encounters with Dennis Waldrop.  It seemed to take him forever to find what he was looking for.  Once he had, he began to pull back from her mind.  This had to be done slowly for both their sakes.  If he pulled out rapidly, they would both suffer terrible headaches for days to come.

Finally, David's consciousness moved back into his own being, and he opened his eyes.  He had to let go of Rose's hand as he gripped the bed, feeling horribly dizzy himself.  Annie was there quickly to steady him.

"You all right?" she asked.

David closed his eyes and took a few deep breaths, willing the dizziness to pass.  A quick use of caput calitatem, and he felt much better.  Opening his eyes, he nodded to Annie, who let him go.

Having his own problems dealt with, he looked to Rose.  "Are you okay?" she appeared to have been crying.

Rose sniffed, then nodded.  "I felt very sad while you were doing... whatever you were doing."

David nodded.  "I'm sorry.  It can't be helped."

"I'm okay now," she assured him.

Tanya asked, "So, did you get any clues?"

"What Rose saw was a glamour.  Apparently a very, very good one, because no one, not Rose nor anyone else who saw this guy, recognized it as one."

"Great.  Now we have no clues at all," Tanya grumped.

"Not true.  Now the hairs you found are almost certain to be the attacker's.  And his basic body size has to be about the same, or his physical movements wouldn't have matched up with the glamour.  So we do know rough height, and hair color.  We don't know anything else, but get started with that."

"Right.  We'll get right on it," she told David.  She nodded to Rose, and then headed out.

"I guess I was just stupid," Rose said.  "I shouldn't have trusted him."

David took her hand again.  "With your chosen interests, there is a higher inherent risk.  You weren't stupid, Rose... but you do need to be a bit more careful with who you let into that section of your love life."

Rose nodded.  "I guess I got careless.  I've had no problems up until now.  And he seemed like he was part of the community.  He discussed all the right things like safe words and such."

David nodded.  "He did his research to put his targets at ease.  You're probably not his first victim.  If we don't catch him, you probably won't be his last."

"But if he's not a student, you guys can't do anything to him, can you?"

"If I find him, Rose, he'll beg me to take him to the Rimohrs.  Trust me."

Rose smiled at David in understanding.  He squeezed her hand then let go.

"You feeling okay now?" he asked.  She nodded, and so he helped her up off the bed.  "Let's let Annie get back to reading her healer journals, then."

Rose giggled, and the two left the infirmary together.  David escorted her back to her room, and she gave him a strong hug.

"Thanks for all your help.  I mean, I know it's your job now, but still, it's not your job to be so personally concerned for me."

"I still consider you a friend, Rose.  I don't like seeing you in pain.  If you need to talk, you know how to get in touch with me."

Rose nodded, then she gave him a soft kiss before letting him go and entering her dorm room.



  "Are you sure this is wise?" Jailla asked.

"Wise or not, it has to be done.  We fucked up and let this guy walk.  I have to make sure that Bridget doesn't pay the price for that."

"And you brought me along, why?  You don't usually involve me in your case work."

"I needed someone to watch my back.  Chances are I will have my back to the big ugly one.  If he tries to attack me, you can warn me."

"A good thought."

David walked down the dark street until he found what he was looking for.  Faggioni and his goon were chatting with some Clan members.  They saw David coming and they all puffed up, trying to look much tougher than David knew them to be.

One of them, presumably the local leader, stepped in front of David.

"What you want?"

"For you to get the fuck out of my way," David replied.  Jailla flew off to a perch on a lamppost.

"And if I don't?"

David slugged the man as hard as he could right in the solar plexus.  The man dropped like a sack of potatoes.  He was gasping for air, unable to draw air into his lungs.

"Hey, fucker, who do you think you are?"

"Leave," David told them.  "I need to speak with Mr. Faggioni alone."

"You don't tell me what to do, fucknuts."

David pulled out his wand and zapped the punk with an extremely bright blast of lightning.  The punk dropped to the ground, his body shuddering and twitching.

"He'll wake up in two or three... weeks.  Now, unless you all want the same, I'd suggest you be somewhere else."

Grudgingly, the gang moved off.

"What's on your mind, Officer?" Faggioni asked.

"Oh, no.  See?  No badge.  I'm not here as a Rimohr."

"So if I cut off your head and leave you here bleeding on the ground, no one will care?"

"The Rimohrs would care no matter who you did that to.  But you don't have the ability to do it to me, so let's cut the shit, Faggioni."

David grabbed the man by the throat and slammed him, very hard, into the wall behind him.  Faggioni's eyes spun slightly from the impact to the back of his head.

"You were able to beat the extortion charge.  I'll give you credit for that," David told him.  "So this is just a friendly little warning.  If Bridget should be killed... hurt... harassed... if she develops a motherfucking hangnail, I'll be back.  And then you will learn what it really means to be haunted by a demighost."

The look on David's face was murderous, and Faggioni knew that this was no idle threat.  Tough as he tried to appear, he knew when he was outclassed in the violence department.

His partner, however, was too stupid to know when to be scared.  Gulbort, seeing his boss in trouble, reached back with his huge fist, ready to strike David in the back of the head.

Jailla, seeing the punch coming, shrieked a warning to David.  In response, David simply faded to insubstantiality.

Gulbort was too uneducated to know what the sudden shimmering around David meant, and it was too dark to tell that he was see-through, so he carried through with the punch, his fist passing right through David's head.

Luckily for Faggioni, Gulbort missed hitting him directly.  The glancing blow was enough to shatter his cheekbone and bust his nose.  Faggioni slid down the wall to the ground.

"Boss!" Gulbort screamed.

"Nice work, dickhead," David said, fading back to solidity.  "You just put your own friend in the infirmary.  Hell, with friends like you around, he hardly needs to worry about me."

David would have given a final warning to Faggioni, but he was currently unconscious, so David just walked away.  He knew this matter was not over, but he had to protect Bridget as best he could.  He owed her that: she'd asked for their help, and they hadn't done their job.  The bad guy was still on the street.



David sat in the darkness across from the Mystic Wolf Pub.  It was his third night of surveillance.  He'd expected a reaction much faster than this, but he knew it would come eventually.

Finally, around three in the morning, David learned that "eventually" had arrived.  Three Clansmen came walking down the street and then stopped in front of the pub.  Each of them pulled out their wand.

As soon as David saw the spell leaving the wand of the one in the middle, he raised his own wand and chanted the hex he'd planned.  The man in the middle dropped to the ground, his feet having suddenly disappeared.  As the three watched in horror, the man's legs similarly melted away.  David had resorted to metamorphosis, and he'd had to practice this spell several times in order to make sure it would work.  He left the shadows and walked out to the three punks in the street.

"Apparently the message did not get around," David said darkly.  "Bridget and the Mystic Wolf are off limits."

"You don't give us orders, pig," the one boy, obviously from Earth, said.

David decked him, knocking him to the ground.  "I can, and will, do worse things than this if you cross me.  If you find the right healer, they'll be able to reverse the spell... if they can figure out what it was."  David had looked for an obscure morphing spell, to make that more difficult.  "Next time, my response won't be so benign."

"You call this benign, you motherfucker?" the guy lying on the ground with no legs screamed.

"You're still breathing, aren't you?  You're still basically human, aren't you?  Turning you into a toad isn't illegal in Dugerra.  You don't have what it takes to fuck with me, you stupid shit.  Right now, The Clan is an annoyance.  I have better things to do with my time.  Force me to focus my attention on you, and you will not like the results.  Pass the word: Bridget and The Mystic Wolf are under my protection.  Not as a Rimohr, not as the head of security at the school.  As a demighost who can fuck you up worse than anything you can imagine, without even breaking a sweat.  Got it?"

"Yeah, we got it," the third one said, speaking for the first time.

"Good."

David walked off into the night, leaving the two men to drag their buddy off to get help.



  David entered the Rimohr office just after ten.  He had been called down by Joe, who said that Agent Wilson needed to talk to him.  David was fairly certain what this was about, so he took his time arriving, and he chatted for a few minutes with Nancy when he signed in.

Finally he had no more excuses, and he walked back through the bullpen to Wilson's office, knocking on the door.

"Come in," the voice said.

David opened the door and stepped in.  "You wanted to see me?"

Wilson scowled at him, but didn't say anything.  Instead, he walked to the door and called for Garibaldi to join them.  David took up position in front of the desk, standing at attention as he figured he was supposed to for a dressing-down.

"I have a complaint here about you," Wilson said.  "Charles Faggioni says you threatened him, and then hit him."

"I did not hit him," David replied.

"The man has a broken nose and a crushed cheekbone," Wilson objected sharply.

David shrugged.  "I didn't hit him.  I merely faded at the right moment."

"Excuse me?"

"His buddy was trying to hit me.  I faded.  He missed."

"What the hell were you doing talking to them without a supervisor in the first place?" Wilson demanded.

"Explaining to him the consequences of attempting retribution on Bridget."

"So you did threaten him," Wilson said.

"Depends on how you look at it, I suppose," David said.

"Care to explain that?"

"To me, a threat would be what he did to Bridget:  Give me money, or I'm going to do bad things to you.  What I did was explain what I would do in response to something he did.  If he didn't do that thing, then I wouldn't do anything at all.  So, it's only a threat if he actually plans on doing the thing I told him not to do."

David heard Joe working mightly not to snicker behind him.

Wilson glared at David.  "What the fuck makes you think you can go around threatening people?  You're just a fucking intern, Stroud, you don't even have the stones yet to arrest him!"

"I wasn't there as a Rimohr, sir, and I made that clear to him from the beginning."

"You think that fucking matters?" Wilson shouted.  "He knows you are one!  We don't need this kind of crap.  YOU said that we needed to clean this kind of thing out of the department!"

"I never said that.  My comments concerning cleaning up the department had to do with officers pre-judging investigations.  The investigation, in this case, was over.  Everyone knows he did it, but we, as a group, fucked up and didn't get enough on him to make it stick."

"And so you're going to fix it, all by your lonesome.  Special Agent Stroud, Super-Rimohr!"

"Who else is going to protect Bridget?  You?" David asked, challenging the man.

"Listen, you little shit.  One word from me, and you are out of this program.  I've been getting an awful lot of attitude out of you lately, and I don't like it.  In this office, things run my way."

"My actions on the night in question were not done as part of the activities of this office, and so are not dictated by your method of operation, sir," David snapped back.

"You are dangerously close to getting fired, Stroud."

"Do it," David said, glaring at Wilson.  "Go ahead.  And I will make public the reason I was fired.  Let's see which one of us the public backs up.  You're telling me not to protect an innocent civilian from a known criminal enterprise."

Wilson stared at him for a long moment.  The hell of it was that he didn't even have the authority to fire David.  While he could fire any fully qualified officer under his command, if he had a cause, only the Academy brass could fire David, because he was an intern.  The other part was, David was right about public opinion.  If this became known, it would hurt the Rimohrs, not David.  David's actions were outside the scope of his job, but he was a demighost, and people just assumed that demighosts did whatever the fuck they wanted, anyway.  The people would see this as a demighost doing something positive, for a change.  Wilson was in a corner that he couldn't find a way out of.  He couldn't let David win this argument, but he really had nothing he could do to win the argument himself.

Finally, Wilson took a deep breath.  "You will forfeit your pay for the next thirty days.  I will place a reprimand in your file, and this complaint will be permanently logged.  You could be a good Rimohr, Stroud, but you keep letting your temper get in your way."

"Perhaps if a few more Rimohrs got angry at injustice, there'd be a little less of it in this world," David retorted.

Wilson stared at him angrily.  "Get the hell out of my office."

"Yes, SIR!" David snapped loudly, saluted, and then turned on his heel and left.

Wilson looked to Garibaldi.  "He's not going to make it."

Joe looked at Wilson.  "Think so?  You might want to learn a bit more about the Commissioner before you make that judgment."

"He's a loose cannon."

"There is nothing unrestrained about David's actions, Boss.  He's not a 'loose' cannon.  He's a very targeted cannon.  And God help the person he's aimed at."

Joe walked out of Wilson's office, closing the door behind him.  He found David waiting at his desk.

"Sorry to put you through that," David said to Joe.  Joe waved it off.

"Wilson's kind of old-school.  He thinks we all have to live, breathe, eat and dream the job.  He says we're on duty 24/7, whether we're in uniform or not.  Now, I want to know, did you really hit the guy, or not?"

"Nope.  Just let his buddy do it for me.  I knew that the big guy was going to attack me sooner or later.  I had Jailla, my familiar, let me know when he was about to strike.  I faded, and he hit an unintended target.  Faggioni is lucky for all that.  If Gulbort had hit him directly, he might not have lived through it."

"And you'd be okay with that?" Vivian asked from her desk next to Joe's.

"Some people, Vivian, the world is much better off without."

"So why don't you just kill him and take care of the problem?" one of the other Rimohrs, who wasn't very fond of David, asked.

"Because I don't kill people," David said simply, staring the man down.  The man knew about that, and turned away almost immediately.

David turned back to Joe.  "Have we heard anything back about that piece of paper?" David asked, referring to the scrap found in the last victim's hand.

"The FBI's trying to run it down for us.  They said they'd let us know."

David nodded.  "Anything more I need to do here?"

"Nope."

"In that case, I'll see you all later.  I have a school to protect and serve."

"Wilson's right, you know," Vivian said.  "He's not going to make it.  The commission at the Academy will never pass him."  Wilson had left the door to his office open, so that David's dressing down was somewhat public.

Joe snorted.  "David's probably going to be the Rimohr Commissioner one of these days.  Things are changing, Vivian.  Something's going on that they're not telling us about, but they are starting to advocate taking a harder line with people.  David's actions won't even faze the commission right now."

"What do you think's going on?"

"I don't know.  Trouble, whatever it is."

Vivian nodded and returned to her paperwork.



 David was, for once, in his dorm room when Joe came to get him.

"Holy crap," Joe said.  "I've never seen the upper level dorms.  This is nicer than my house!"

"I wouldn't go that far," David said, "but it is a nice place to live.  So, what's on your mind?  If this is a social call, you forgot to bring Zyla and Grace with you."

Joe smirked.  "Nope, we have work to do.  The FBI got back to us on that scrap of paper.  There's a place in Comstock, NY, called the Doin' Time Diner."

David nodded.  "You got the original with you?"

"No, but I've got a copy."

"Okay, let's get going, then."



The ride to the diner took them over three hours.  It was a boring drive through New England to reach a small, somewhat isolated community in New York state.  In fact, the village seemed to be little more than a container for the not one, but two state prisons found there.

David parked his truck in the lot of the Doin' Time Diner, and he and Joe got out.

"At least we know why they picked the name," David said.

Joe snorted.  "Couldn't have named it much else, could they?"

The two entered the diner and took a seat at a table.  It didn't take long for the waitress to come to them; the place was otherwise empty.

"What can I get you folks?"

They ordered drinks, but said they'd need a minute with the menu.

After the waitress left, David set the menu down on the table.

"You got that paper?" he asked Joe.  Joe handed it over.

David set the scrap down on the menu, comparing it to the wording on the menu itself.

"An exact match," Joe said quietly.

"Yep," David agreed.  "Now, we just have to figure out what he was doing here."

"Visiting an inmate, maybe?" Joe offered.

David nodded.

When the waitress came back, they placed their orders, and she went away again.

"Any idea how many inmates are in those prisons?" Joe asked.

David pulled out his cellphone.  He kept it in his truck most of the time, but always remembered to put it in his pocket when he got in.  He searched the internet for information.

"From the looks of it, we're talking about twenty-six or twenty-seven hundred inmates between the two prisons."

"That's a lot of visitors to look at."

"But, again, how many will be wizards?"

"No telling."

When the waitress brought their food back, David said, "Excuse me, Miss, can I ask you a question?"

"What's on your mind?" she replied.

"We're looking for a guy who's been coming through here the last nine or ten months.  Probably took a menu with him.  He'd have been in here pretty regularly either Saturday or Sunday."

"Hon, that's when this place does all its business.  Washington's visitation only happens on weekends, and Great Meadows also allows visits on weekends.  We've got to have had a couple hundred guys in here in that time, and I wouldn't know them from Adam.  You cops?"

"Something like that," David replied.  "Thanks, anyway."

"No problem," the waitress said, and went back to doing the crossword puzzle in the morning paper.

"Well, shit," David said.  "I guess we have to go talk to the prisons now."

"That's a problem," Joe said.

"Oh?"

"While all law enforcement officers are informed about Rimohrs, prison officials wouldn't be.  We almost never have to interact with such people.  That means that we can't just walk in there and get what we want.  We're going to have to go through channels."

"Double-shit," David replied.

Joe smirked.

David picked up his cellphone and dialed.

"Who you calling?" Joe asked.

David didn't get a chance to answer Joe before the person on the phone answered.  Joe got his answer when David spoke, anyway.  "Hello, may I speak with Agent Deline, please?  This is David Stroud.  Yes, I'll hold."

David took a bite of his lunch while he waited on the line.  He had to swallow abruptly when Agent Deline answered.

"Agent Deline, David Stroud...  Well, sir, I need you to get us some information, if you can...  We need to get the visitation records for two New York state prisons...  Washington and Great Meadows, both here in Comstock...  Could you call them now, sir?...  Yes...  Okay, I'll be waiting."

David set down his phone, and turned to Joe.  "He's going to call the prisons, to see if they'll get together the information we need."

"Good."

The two ate lunch in silence until David's phone rang again.  David was disappointed that Joe wouldn't get the joke: David's ringtone was the Ghostbusters theme song.

"Hello?... Yes, sir...  Dammit.  Any idea how long that will take?...  Sir, this is important.  This could point us directly to the killer...  Yes, sir.  I understand.  Well, please do your best...  Yes, sir.  We'll be heading back now...  You, too."

David tossed his phone on the table and scowled.

"What's wrong?" Joe asked.

"The damn prisons will not release the visitation records without a warrant.  Deline said he'd go down and file for one, but the likelihood is it might be a couple days, at least, before the warrant is issued.  And, dammit, I'm going to be kind of out of things for the next two or three days."

"How come?"

"I have to interview replacements for Seth Tupper.  He's resigning at the end of next week.  Can you follow up with Deline, make sure he pushes that warrant through?"

"Yeah, I'll keep on it."

"Good."

"You want to head back to Gorumshead now?"

"Not directly.  Let's follow the route our killer must have.  Let's go from here to Albany, and Albany to Springfield.  Maybe stop in at some gas stations or other small businesses, see if anyone saw him."

"This would work better with a picture," Joe said.  "At least a description..."

"It'd work better with a name and address, too," David said snarkily.  "We've got what we've got."

"True enough.  Let's get going."



Ultimately, they had found nothing on their trip.  David had stopped in Bolmont to drop Joe off at home and have dinner with the family.

For the next three days, he had been stuck interviewing a couple dozen people for the position of office manager.  He'd asked Tanya to sit in on as many as she could, but she was still working on Rose's rape case, so she had to deal with that.

Each day, David had contacted Joe, to make sure that he'd contacted Agent Deline concerning the warrant.  On Thursday, the warrant was finally issued, but there was the matter of actually obtaining the information from the prisons.  Joe said that would take a day.

When Friday's work day came to a close, however, they had no records waiting for them.  David growled, but tried to shrug it off.  He had a date, and he didn't want to be all pissed off while he was with Lydia.

David took Lydia to dinner at the Slyther Inn, and then took her to see an ice skating performance at the stadium in town.  The snow had been magically packed down and frozen into a smooth sheet of ice for the show.

The two enjoyed the show, despite their faces growing quite cold from the weather.  They had cuddled close to keep warm, though both were wearing ComfortCloak coats, so it was hardly necessary.

Once the show was over, David escorted Lydia back to his room, where they spent the next few hours in much warmer pursuits.  When they had finished, they were lying on the bed together, cuddled beneath the covers.

"David," Lydia started quietly, "what are you looking for, between us?"

"What do you mean?"

"What kind of relationship?"

David sighed.  "Anymore, I take what I can get from the girls I meet.  Why?"

"Well, it's just that I've always been told not to get too involved with another immortal.  They say it never ends well."

David sighed more deeply this time.  "So you want us to stop seeing each other?"

"Oh, hell no," Lydia said, pushing herself closer to him.  "I like you, and I love having sex with you.  I just don't think we should be exclusive to each other."

"Ah.  So, you've met another guy?"

Lydia blushed.  "No, I haven't been looking.  But I know that you have other women in your life already."

"None that I've been active with since we started dating," he said.

Lydia nodded.  "Which means you do want something more... permanent?"

"Well, it'd be nice if someone actually wanted to be my partner, yes..."

Lydia frowned.  "I'm sorry.  I just... like I said, I've been told it never works out.  Vampires don't marry other vampires.  Seems that, after about two or three hundred years in close contact, people generally would prefer to kill the other than be in their presence anymore.  It makes for ugly breakups."

David nodded in understanding.

"And, since I won't chance it, I don't want to prevent you from looking for Miss Right.  On the other hand, while you're still available, I don't want to miss out on what you have to offer, either."

"Was that a compliment?" David asked.

"...After a fashion," Lydia replied, blushing.  "Are you mad?"

"No.  I've had this conversation so many times now that I almost expect it."

"I'm sorry about that.  I guess it's one of the problems with being immortal.  We're probably both going to hear some variation of this speech a lot in our lives."

"I suppose.  Doesn't mean I enjoy it."

Lydia kissed him softly, and he responded in kind.  The two kissed and cuddled for a long time.

"Mind if I sleep here tonight?" Lydia asked at a break in their necking.

"Oh, sure.  First you tell me you don't want me, then you ask to sleep in my bed?"  His tone indicated he was teasing her, rather than upset.

"No, I said I didn't want your soul," she said.  "I said nothing about not wanting your body..."  With that, she wiggled her hips against him.

David chuckled at that.  He kissed her again and then said, "I suppose you can sleep here... this time,"

"Goody," she replied.  She gave him a deep, passionate kiss, then rolled over, scooting her butt back against him and wiggling her ass.

"Keep doing that, however," David said, "and you won't be getting any sleep."

Lydia giggled, then settled into position.  David put his arm over her, rested his hand gently against her breast, pulling her back against him tightly, and then he, too, settled.  It didn't take long before they were both asleep.



David was working on putting the final touches on the long-sought-after (at least by him) mood cube when there was a knock at the door.  He grumbled slightly, but put down the cube and went to find out who it was.

"Hey, Flo," David said.  "Come on in.  You could have just come in, you know."

"I know, but it's kind of rude, isn't it?  You know, unless you were asleep or something."

David acknowledged the point.  "So what can I do for you today?" he asked.  "You want some juice or something?"

"No thanks."  She sat down on the sofa when he invited her to.  "I just wanted to let you know that I won't be staying with you for Yuletide this year."

"Oh?  Get a better offer?" he asked with a grin.

Flo giggled.  "No, not really.  I figured I'd spend this year with my family.  Since I'll be leaving school after this year, and will probably get too involved in my own stuff to take the time to go see them, I figured I should take this one last chance to spend Yule with them."

"That makes sense.  You're not going to be here next year?"

"No.  I'll have the licenses I need to do what I want at the end of the year."

"What is it you're after?" he asked.

"Well, I'm not sure what I want to do as a job, but I want to one day be on the King's Council, so I need my A1 license."

"A1?"

"Shorthand for this year's licensure.  Government Administration, Level 1?"

"Oh, right.  So, next year's would be called A2?"

"Yeppers!" she said with a grin.

"Well, that's good.  At least you have a plan."

"Don't you, by now?  I thought you were going to be a Rimohr."

"Well, that's what I'm working toward, but so far, the job is very frustrating."

"Oh.  I'm sorry."

David shrugged.  "I'm sure I'll get used to it eventually."

"I hope you weren't planning anything special for Yule this year," Flo said, frowning.

"Nope.  Probably be a small Yule for us.  With you not being there, it's going to be just me and Olissa.  Gwen will be with Jess, and I don't have any other friends left at the school."

"Are you going to have another Christmas Party?"

"I don't know.  I feel kind of out of sorts this year, you know?  I'm not really a student, I'm not really a Rimohr, I'm part of the staff, but I never really feel like it...  It's very hard for me to say this, but I don't really feel like I belong anymore."

Flo frowned.  "Then you really should have a party, to reconnect with the teachers.  You've always been so close to them."

"Maybe," David allowed.  "Speaking of connecting with people," David said, reaching out and taking Flo's hand, "if you're not going to be around for Yule, and we might not see each other this week, with final DS evaluations and such... care to do a little connecting of our own?"

Flo smiled widely, and the two were soon on their way to the bedroom.



David was a bit unsure about why he was being called down to the Rimohr office this time.  He hadn't done anything for anyone to complain about.  When he walked in and signed in with Nancy, he asked her if she knew what was up.

"They don't tell me anything, David.  You know that."

David smiled at her and then headed back to the bullpen.  He'd been told to report to Joe, not Agent Wilson, so he did.

"What's up?" he asked Joe.

Joe thumped a pile of paper on his desk.  "Here are the visitation records from the two prisons for the last year."

"Holy crap."

"They got hold of these late Friday, but it was too close to the end of the day, so they waited until this morning to send them over to us."

David frowned.  "Lazy bastards."

"Oh, your language is going to get much worse than that," Joe told him.

David's look darkened.  "Why?"

"Because another body was found this morning."

"Goddammit!" David said.  "If we'd had these on Friday, we might have had the fucker in custody!"

"Exactly.  Let's go check out the body."

"In Winding River again?" David asked.

"Of course," Joe confirmed.  "Pretty close to some of the other drop sites."

"Agent Deline had best be glad he's on the other side of a travel gate.  If he was here now I'd bust his fucking nose."

"He couldn't have known, David," Joe tried.

"Couldn't have known what?  That this guy kills on the weekend?  He'd damned well better have figured out at least that much!"

Joe knew there wasn't anything he could say to that comment, so he simply led David out to the glidecar.  They got in, but the jolt as David started the car off told Joe just how pissed off he was.



The ninth victim looked very much like the other eight, and her body was in the same condition.  David made sure to log the location with his measuring device, and plot it on the map he was keeping for such purposes.  He'd had to conjure that map from his office, which had given him a bit of a headache, but he'd done it anyway.

"It just looks like he's making a smaller circle inside the bigger one," Joe said.

"I don't know," David said.  "I'm not sure these line up on a circle properly."  After staring at it a while longer, he rolled it up and put it in his coat.  "Anyway, nothing more we can do here.  I guess we head back to the office and start looking at those records."

"Fun," Joe said.

"Yeah."



"Good evening, Professor," David said.

Prof. Rutherford looked up from her papers.  "Good evening, David!  What can I do for you?"

"I figured we could do my semester evaluation for my directed study, if you have a few moments."

Prof. Rutherford quickly set aside the pile of papers.  "Anything to stop grading first-year exams for a while."

David chuckled.

"So.  The last thing I saw was your little water marble, and that water bullet, which still amazes me.  What have you done since then?"

"I have two more things to show you.  You want me to do the quick one first, or the one that will take me a while?"

Prof. Rutherford waved her hand.  "Whichever you'd prefer."

David nodded.  He stepped over to the tank of water, and suddenly the water rose up into a sheet of water, six feet tall and the length of the tank.

"Well done," Prof. Rutherford said, "But not much of a challenge for someone who can make dancing columns to music."

David smirked at that, then he reached into his coat.  While keeping his attention focused on the water, he pulled out his sword from his coat pocket.

"What are you doing?" she asked.

David gripped his sword in both hands and swung with all his might at the wall of water.

The sword bounced off.

Some minor spray of water came off the wall, but it was otherwise unchanged.

"My god," Prof. Rutherford said.  "Just exactly how impenetrable is this?"

"I think that would depend on the wizard doing it.  I haven't been able to put anything through it."

"Does it repel spells?"

"If they have a physical form," he confirmed.

Prof. Rutherford formed a large energy ball and threw it as fast as she could at the wall of water.  It contacted, skidded along the surface a short way, and then bounced back at her.  She dissolved the ball quickly, before anything bad happened.

"Why did it stick to the surface for a while?" she asked.

"I'm not sure," David said.  "I think it has to do with the two magical fields interacting."

Prof. Rutherford nodded.  "Okay, you can relax your wall."

"Shields down," David said with a grin.  The wall of water collapsed instantly back into the tank, sloshing somewhat, but not making a mess.

"How..." Prof. Rutherford started, a bit stunned.

"This was just a progression from the water marble.  All I've done is to tighten the surface tension even further.  It's now to the point where the water is acting completely like a solid.  You'll remember that you could poke your finger into the water marble, and it would deform.  If you tried to poke your finger into that wall, your finger would just stop, as if you were trying to poke it into concrete."

"Can you imagine how helpful this would be to, say protect a castle from attack?"

"You'd need a few really good wizards.  I'm not sure how long I could keep that shield up."

"But you were able to raise it in a very short moment.  You could probably raise it and drop it as you needed it, rather than keeping it up for the entire battle."

"It's a thought," David agreed.

"Now, you said you had something else?  I'll assume that the something else is what takes a while."

"Yes," David confirmed.  He pulled a chair over to the water tank and sat down.

"This also uses the water marble technique," David told her.

Prof. Rutherford nodded for him to continue.

David stared at the tank, then closed his eyes for a moment.  He visualized what he wanted, and then opened his eyes again, keeping the image focused as he reached his hand out toward the water.  A small column of water lifted slowly from the surface until it was at eye level.  David then began to shape the top of the column, pushing and pulling the water to exactly where he wanted it, a head and shoulders slowly emerging from the undefined water column.

Slowly, the head took on features: a nose, eyes, a mouth, ears.  As Prof. Rutherford watched, finer and finer touches were added.  She kept quiet as David worked, amazed that he could continue to add more and more detail.

Finally, after about ten minutes, David sat back, still staring at his water sculpture.

Prof. Rutherford approached, carefully reaching out.  She poked her finger into the temple of the water-head, and her finger easily sank in.  When she pulled her finger out, there was no sign that the bust had been disturbed.

She looked closely, examining the details.  Up close, it was even more impressive.  The bust had eyelashes of water.  There were individual loose strands of hair, though most of the hair was, of course, part of a watery mass.

"Sam would be impressed at the likeness," Prof. Rutherford told him.

David would have blushed, if he could.  "In order to demonstrate how detailed I could get, I had to choose a face I know in that kind of detail."

Prof. Rutherford nodded.  "Now, could you have done this with the same density as the wall?  Could you make this impenetrable?"

"I can do so after I've completed it, but it's too hard to move around the water when it's that densely packed."

"Right.  So, you would have to shape it, and then 'solidify' it."

"Yeah.  I did do that as I was practicing.  But, I mean, this really is frivolous.  There's not much I can do with this particular skill."

"Not true," Prof. Rutherford said.

"Oh?"

"Imagine this.  Let's say you make the bust you've got there and you solidify it with the other technique.  I could then make a mold of your water sculpture.  Once the mold had hardened, you could simply let go of your spell, the water would drain out, and I'd have a perfect mold of your sculpture that I could use to make replicas."

David nodded.  "Yeah, I guess you could.  Not sure who'd want a replica of a water sculpture, though."

Prof. Rutherford shrugged.  "I'm just saying, it could have uses.  David, I'd like you to start writing down the methods for the techniques you've learned during directed study.  Some of them aren't very widely known, if at all, and it would be a great help to the elemandy community to add your knowledge to the whole."

"Okay, sure.  I'll write it up over the break."

"Good, thank you.  I'm sure I don't even need to say this, but you're progressing just fine with your directed study.  Do you plan to move on next semester?"

"Yeah.  Though I'm very unsure of just what more there is to learn about aeromandy."

"There isn't a lot.  We covered most of it in class.  But there are a few things.  Do you need a reading list?"

"If you have suggestions, I'm all for them."

Prof. Rutherford pulled out her notebook and copied the appropriate titles down for him.  "These will cover what you don't already know."

David tucked the list in a pocket.  "Okay, great.  I guess I'll see you next semester, Professor."

"What, no Christmas Party this year?" she asked.

"I haven't decided yet.  If I do have one, you will, of course, be invited."

Prof. Rutherford smiled.  "As long as you have cookies for Lyssa.  Otherwise, you have to deal with her."

"Oh, no, there'll be cookies.  I'm not about to get on her bad side!"

Prof. Rutherford chuckled.  "Have a good Yule, David."

 

  David leaned back and stretched, lifting his arms over his head and arching his back.  He'd been at his desk, working through the prison visitation records all morning, and he needed a break.  He got up and moved around the office, just trying to work out the kinks.

As usually happened when David wasn't already focused on another task, he wound up standing in front of his case board, staring at the photos of the dead women, the map he'd worked out of their drop locations, and the scrap of paper.  The scrap was no longer important: they'd figured out what it meant, or so they thought.  The victim could not have met the killer at that diner: so far as they knew, she had never been to Comstock.  They were going on the assumption that the killer had taken a menu from the diner, and the victim had come across it and torn off the corner.  In any case, it had led them to Comstock.

David's attention came back to the map.  He hadn't yet figured out the pattern the killer was using.  He'd already ruled out Garibaldi's idea of a circle within a circle: the three "inner" bodies didn't lie on the same circle.  At least, not if it was centered on the same spot as the outer circle.

Looking closer, David thought that he could draw a line joining two of the outer locations that would then pass through one of the inner locations.

Curious now, David took down his map, took out a blank piece of parchment, and used a spell to make a copy of the map.  He returned the original to his board, but then sat down with an InkyQuill and a ruler with the copy.

David joined the two outer points.  Sure enough, one of the inner points lay exactly on that line.  It didn't take long to notice that he could do the same with other pairs of outer dots.  David started to connect each pair of outer dots that would go through one of the three inner dots.

Once David had finished doing that, the pattern was literally staring him in the face.  David picked up his mirror and dialed Joe.

"Yeah, David, what's up?"

"Joe, you got your copy of my map handy?"

"Yeah, it's right here."

"Got a ruler?"

"Uh..."

"Or a straightedge.  Something to draw a straight line with."

"Oh, sure."

"Okay.  Time to play connect the dots.  Take the ruler and connect any two dots on the outside circle that will pass through one of the three inner dots."

"I'll have to set down the mirror..."

"I'll wait," David said.  He hoped that he'd not screwed up, and that Joe would get the same result.  He couldn't see how he wouldn't, but every time he thought he had a handle on this case, something jumped sideways.

In a minute, Joe picked the mirror back up.  "Son of a bitch.  It's a hexagram."

David nodded.  Staring up from the paper was the by-now-familiar unicursal hexagram that he'd seen all over the place since coming to Dugerra.

"You think he might be trying to perform some kind of enchantment or curse?" David asked Joe.

"Hell if I know.  Really, really slow way to go about it if he is.  Also means we've got... what, three more tries to catch him?"

"Four.  I'd assume that the central crossing point is the key to whatever magic he might be trying to do.  That victim may have to be someone really specific."

"Or maybe that's where he's supposed to stand to work the spell," Joe offered.

David frowned.  "Could be.  Personally, I don't want to give this fucker three more victims.  He's already killed nine too many."

"Amen to that.  Any luck on those visitation lists?"

"Still working through them.  I'm about halfway done.  I've got a list of two hundred or so people who have visited on each of the murder nights so far.  I'm only up to the fourth murder, though, so still eliminating folks."

"Right.  Keep at it."

"Obviously.  I'll let you get back to saving the world from paperwork now."

Joe chuckled at him.  "Shut up and go away," he said with a grin.

David fogged off, stared at the map, and then took it and tacked it up beside the original on the wall.

"We've got your ass now, you motherfucker."



  "Well, good evening, David," Prof. Zoroaster said.  "You're here for your semester evaluation?"

"Yes, sir.  I can come back, if you're busy."  Sitting in the chair in front of the professor's desk was another man, who looked rather official.

"No, that's all right.  This is Peter Thornton.  He's with the Ministry of Defense, but we'll get to why he's here in a moment.  What have you cooked up to show me?"

David looked at Mr. Thornton closely, but then shook off his unease and returned his attention to the professor.  Pulling it from his pocket, he set the mood cube on the professor's desk.

"It only took me forever, but I think I finally managed a fully functional mood cube."

"Really?  Let's see about that," the professor said.  He picked it up, and it changed color to reflect his current state of mind.  "Mr. Thornton, if you would?"

Thornton grabbed the cube, watching it shift.  David took note of the colors.  Prof. Zoroaster was curious.  Thornton was nervous.  Prof. Zoroaster took the cube back, and set it on an empty spot on his work table.  He then cast a lengthy spell.  It was the longest charm David had ever heard.

A colored field came up and surrounded the cube.  The cube's color shifted to match the color of the field.  Slowly, the field altered its hue.  The cube kept up, color for color, until finally the outer field dissipated.

"Perfect match.  The spell I used mimics emotional states," he explained.  "It also shows us the color the cube should be, so that we can tell whether or not the cube is showing us the truth."

"How do you know for sure the cube isn't just mimicking the color state of the field?" Thornton asked.

"Because the cube has no eyes to see that color.  The cube sees only emotion."

Thornton nodded.  Prof. Zoroaster handed it back to David.  "Great work.  Is this all you've been working on all semester?"

"Other than that measuring device I showed you."

"Oh, right.  It took you all this time to get this right?"

"Yeah.  I had a really hard time filtering out the stronger emotions.  I'm not sure why.  I read every book I could find on it, but it didn't click until a couple weeks ago.  Then I had to actually emplace the filters.  I goofed it up twice, which is what took me until just a few days ago to finally get this working."

"Well, it's splendid.  How soon do you plan to redecorate your living room?"

"That's my next project," David confirmed with a smile.

Prof. Zoroaster nodded, then paused.  To David, it was clear there was a tension in the air.  Finally, the professor spoke.

"David, Mr. Thornton is actually here to see you."

"Oh?"  David turned to the man.  "What can I do for you?"

"I'm a member of the Intelligence division of the Ministry of Defense.  You're well aware of the trouble that's coming."

"Yes.  What do you need from me?"

"We want you to do a seeing, to let us know of any dangers that might be lurking in the near future."

"Why me?  Surely you've got certified seers working for the division."

"We do.  But you have to understand, Mr. Stroud, that seers have affinities."

"What do you mean, affinities?"

"There are certain things, David," Prof. Zoroaster explained, "that a seer will always be able to see more clearly than any other topic.  It could be his friends or family, or perhaps his business... in any case, there are always some things that it will be easier for you to divine than others.  And you will be better at divining them than other seers will."

"Okay, that makes sense to me, but I still don't see what it has to do with me."

"One of your affinities, David, is Woodward Academy.  You've always been able to divine the events affecting this school more easily than anything other than those things affecting your friends."

Mr. Thornton continued, "Because the coming problem will affect northern Callamandia first, we want to see if you can see any immediate problem surrounding the school."

"Well, I'll be happy to do a seeing for you, but I have to tell you I have sensed a growing discomfort for a while now."

Mr. Thornton nodded.  "Still, we're hoping for something more specific than the general unease being felt by the diviners in the area."

David nodded.  He waved his hand, and his crystal ball, which was always in his Conjuring Room, appeared on Prof. Zoroaster's desk.  David centered his thoughts and then focused his mind on the image forming within the orb.

David watched, his dismay growing at what he saw.  Finally he sat back.

"Were you able to see anything?" Mr. Thornton asked immediately.  Prof. Zoroaster waved him off.  He could tell David was either fatigued or distressed.  They needed to wait for him to gather himself.

Finally David took a deep breath.  "I was able to see three different things," he confirmed.  "I believe they represent three different times into the future.  The first was fuzzy, so probably a year or more from now.  The second was extremely fuzzy, so out to my limit of viewing... just a little over two years.  The third, I had no image for at all.  It was merely a sensation."

"I understand," Mr. Thornton said.  "What was your first vision?"

"Things are tense next year, but I sensed no overt threat to the school.  Security seemed a little tighter here, but not in a definable way.  The school seemed largely the same as normal, students studying in class, goofing off on the terrace, general academy life, but with an undertone of fear."

Thornton nodded.  "And the second image?"

"People were scared.  Academy attendance was down.  The grounds seemed emptier than normal.  The look on people's faces was one of concern.  There seemed not to be much fun in the atmosphere."

"And your final vision?  The sensation?"

David replied simply, "Catastrophe."

Mr. Thornton looked at Prof. Zoroaster with a deep, serious frown.

"I wouldn't bet against him," the professor replied to Thornton's unspoken question.  "Where this school is concerned, his visions are more focused even than my own."

"I will have to inform the king," Thornton said.



David was walking to lunch with Olissa when his mirror buzzed.  He took it out, to see Seth staring back at him.

"Hey, Seth.  Aren't you supposed to be packing or something?"

"My last day here in the office," he told him.  "And you have something here that you need to handle."

"Okay, on my way."  He fogged off and looked at Olissa.  "I guess you'll have to eat by yourself."

Olissa nodded.  David gave her a kiss, then headed off for the security office.

David arrived to find a teacher and a student standing outside his office.

"What's the deal?" he asked Seth.

"The student is accusing the professor of assault."

David nodded.  "Good morning, Prof. Silverfeld."

"Good morning, Chief Stroud."

"You are?" David asked the student.

"Roma Hilton," the girl replied.  The girl had on way too much makeup, and though her clothes obeyed the dress code, she had somehow managed to make the Woodward uniform look trashy.  David eyed her strongly.

"What year are you?" David asked.

"First.  What difference does that make?"

"A great deal of difference, actually.  It means that you have no reputation to support your claim yet.  Do you actually have any evidence to back up your assault charge?  Did you go to the infirmary?"

"What for?" she replied snidely.

"Well, if you'd been hit, you would probably have been injured..."

"He just shoved me around."

"Why?"

"What do you mean, why?"

"Well, obviously Prof. Silverfeld doesn't make a habit of shoving students, or we would have heard about it by now.  So, why did he shove you?"

"How the fuck should I know?  I think he wants to fuck me."

"Uh-huh," David replied.  "So, just, out of the blue, he shoved you."

"I was getting up out of my chair to leave class, and he came up behind me and he shoved me.  What's so fucking hard to understand about that, you stupid cop?"

"And why did you wait until today to report it?"

"It just happened!"

"Today is Saturday, Miss Hilton.  There are no classes on Saturday."

"Okay, fine.  I waited because I hadn't decided whether to report him for it or not."

"And... after seeing your grade, you decided to report him?" David guessed.

"My grade had nothing to do with it!" the student snarled.

"Then why did you decide to report him?"

"Because he's a prick who shouldn't be shoving people."

"Uh-huh.  Prof. Silverfeld, would you care to respond to any of the accusations made by Miss Hilton?"

"Other than to categorically deny them?  No.  Miss Hilton has been doing poorly in my class.  A few days ago, she approached me, and offered sex, if I would improve her grade.  I refused to do so.  I'm assuming that's why we're here now."

"You lying sack of shit!" Hilton yelled.  She lunged at the professor, but David put one hand on her chest and shoved her backward hard enough that she nearly fell.

"Attacking a professor's a good way to get yourself expelled.  Was anyone with you when Prof. Silverfeld allegedly shoved you?"

"No.  I was the last one to leave."

"So you haven't got a single shred of evidence to back up your story."

"I'm telling the truth!"

David stared at her doubtfully, then took a breath.  "Well, there is one way to prove that.  Are you willing to submit to a truth potion?"

"It's illegal for you to make me do that!"

"No it's not.  It would be illegal for the Rimohrs to have you do it.  I'm not acting as a Rimohr, I'm acting as head of security.  I cannot compel you to use the potion.  You are free to submit willingly, however."

"Well, I won't."

"Fine.  Professor?"

"Whatever you like, Chief Stroud.  I'd like to get this matter cleared up."

David turned back to Hilton.  "Very well.  We'll mix up a truth potion, and question Prof. Silverfeld under its effects.  That is, unless you have any additional information, Miss Hilton?  Please be aware that malicious witnessing is an imprisonable offense."

The student looked very nervous.  "Uh... look, let's just drop the whole damned thing, then, okay?"

"No, I don't think I can do that," David said.

"I won't charge him," Hilton said.  "Without a charge, you have nothing to pursue!"

"Except you obviously lying to attempt to get a professor in trouble.  That is a disciplinary offense.  You, young lady, will be going before the Board of Discipline on Monday.  Seth, keep an eye on her while I get a couple of the on-duty officers to escort her to detention.  Professor, thank you for your time.  We'll probably need you to show up on Monday."

"No worries, David."

"I have to go home!  My parents are coming to get me today!" Hilton screamed.

"Should have thought of that before lying to me," David said coldly, then walked out of the room.



 "How come I couldn't come over last night?" Gwen asked.  She and David were walking through the back area of his property in Bolmont.  It was growing dark already, but Gwen had asked to be out there.

"We were having a party up at the school.  A send-off for Seth.  He's moving to Cormatsen to be a security guard at the Royal Archive there."

"Wow.  Major step down, isn't it?"

David shrugged.  "He's unlikely to have to hex anybody there, and that's what he wants right now."

Gwen nodded.  They walked along quietly for a few moments before David asked, "So, what's on your mind?"

"I was wondering if I had upset you guys by leaving last year."

"No, of course not.  Why would you ask that?"

"Well, though we eat together at meals pretty often, we don't seem to get together like we used to.  I haven't seen you outside of the cafeteria in a couple weeks before today."

David nodded.  "It's not you, Gwen.  I don't see any of my friends as much as I'd like anymore.  Hell, that's why Penny's staying here with us through Yule: so I can actually spend some time with her.

"A lot of it is the change in learning style, but mostly it's because I'm so goddamned busy it's unreal.  When I'm not studying, I'm doing potions work.  When I'm not doing potions work, I'm doing security work.  When I'm not doing security work, I'm doing Rimohr work.  When I'm not doing Rimohr work.... I'm sleeping.  I don't really have much of a life of my own right now."

"Maybe you need to back away from some things," she offered.

David nodded.  "Believe me, I'm considering all my options these days."

"Okay, well, so long as you and Olissa aren't mad at me."

David put his arm around her shoulders.  "Nope."

"Good.  Things are strained enough at home because I've been gone.  I didn't need things to be just as bad at school."

"Jess is upset?"

"Yes.  Not in the mad-at-me kind of way; she still supports what I'm doing.  But she gets lonely.  We don't have nearly enough time together.  I've been missing weekends here and there because I have too much schoolwork to do, and that frustrates both of us.  It's just... not great, you know?"

David nodded.  "Well, it's only one more semester."

"Yeah.  Then I have to see if I can get together the money to start my own business."

David kept his peace about that.

They continued to walk slowly through the snow.  David's property was at the edge of undeveloped forest, so his property had many trees at its edge.  As it had grown darker, it was impossible for them to see whether anything was moving in the forest.

To their peril, something was.  As they passed by a thicker stand of trees, a shadow jumped out of the woods, pushing David aside and attacking Gwen.  It knocked her to the ground and then pounced on top of her.

David rolled to his side, shot out his hand, and blasted the shadow with a huge energy ball.  The attacker went rolling sideways, yelping in pain.

Yelping? David thought to himself.

David rose to his feet, and then pulled Gwen up, telling her to stay behind him.  As the attacker rose, David heard it growl.  Knowing what came next, David readied for the lunge.  As the creature pounced, David blasted it with a bolt of lightning from his wand.  In the flicker of the spell, they clearly saw what was attacking them.

It was a werewolf.

Seeing that, David recast the spell, stronger.  The werewolf was thrown back toward the trees, its body twitching as it rose.  Now the creature was snarling viciously.

"Don't make me kill you," David warned.  He put away his wand and drew his sword.  Being enmagicked, David could use his sword for the same spells as his wand now, and the sword was far more intimidating in appearance.

The werewolf approached more slowly, and David raised his sword, ready to strike if he had to.  The werewolf tried to circle around David to get to Gwen, but David made sure to keep himself between her and the attacker.  Finally the werewolf grew impatient and lunged again.

David struck with his sword, while at the same time chanting a spell.  His blade sliced across the werewolf's arm, blood oozing from the wound.  The spell caused the wound to burn, causing further damage to the flesh.  The werewolf stumbled back now, whining in pain.  It reached down with its other hand and grabbed a handful of snow, packing it against the wound to stop the burning.  This did not work, but it felt slightly better, so the werewolf kept it there.

Trying to snarl at them, but wincing in pain, the werewolf backed away until he was near the edge of the trees, then ran off into the forest.

David didn't lower his sword for a long while.  Finally, he was fairly certain the werewolf wasn't coming back, and he returned his sword to its pocket within his coat.

Turning to Gwen, he asked, "You okay?"

She was shaky, but nodded.  "He just kind of knocked the wind out of me when he knocked me down."

"Let's get back to the house.  We need to report this to someone."

As they walked, David was considering.  "That's three."

"Three?  Three what?" Gwen asked.

"This is the third time this year one of my friends has been put in danger around me."

"What do you mean?"

"This summer, Flo contracted a very serious illness while she was staying at my house.  In September, I think it was, Lydia - she's a first-year, but a friend of mine - was trapped inside a Ninkirbendo hex and nearly floated away off campus.  Now you're attacked by a werewolf."

"C'mon, he could have been just attacking randomly."

"No, he couldn't.  He pushed me out of the way to get to you.  He pushed me hard enough to knock me down, but he didn't go after me.  He turned his attention to you immediately.  I wasn't a target, I was merely in his way.  Likewise, as I was fighting him, he was continually trying to find a way past me to you."

"Why would it want to attack me?" Gwen asked.

"I don't know.  Then again, I never figured out why anyone would hex Lydia, either.  And I don't believe Flo's illness was natural, either.  There was a very weird outbreak of a whole bunch of different diseases at the time.  That just doesn't strike me as a natural occurrence."

"Didn't anyone look into it?"

"Yeah, we did.  But we never found anything."

"Oh."

"Anyway, you sure you're okay?"

"Yeah."

"Good.  Let's get inside.  And don't go walking in my backyard at night anymore."

Gwen nodded seriously.



"I'm sorry to have made you bring Dean Lengel out of her little box during Yule, Emile," David told her.  They had just finished up dealing with Roma Hilton, who had been summarily expelled for her behavior.

"I hear you've been spreading bad news all over the place the last few days," she said quietly.

"Prof. Zoroaster told you?"

"Yes.  And I heard about the werewolf incident.  Is Miss Hasterscant all right?"

"She's fine.  He didn't do more than knock her down before I intervened."

"They are certainly becoming bolder," Emile said.

"I'm not entirely sure this one wasn't hired to attack Gwen."

"Oh?"

"Well, call me paranoid.  Ever since my time with Cherise, when the people around me start getting into trouble one after another, I take notice.  Gwen makes the third person close to me that has had ill befall them since this summer."

"Who were the others?"

David explained things to her, and she nodded.

"Could just be coincidence, though," she told him.  "Have you considered divining the futures of your friends?"

"I've done so.  I'm not seeing anything out of the ordinary.  If someone's causing trouble, they're hiding their tracks while they do it."

"All I can say is to keep your eyes open," Emile said.  "Which I'm sure you're already doing."

"You know it," he replied.  She smiled at him.

"Well, I have to get back to preparing for Yuletide.  Are you celebrating this year?"

"In a minor way.  It's just me, Olissa, and Penny down at the house, and Penny doesn't really celebrate, so..."

Emile nodded.  "You're welcome to join me and the other teachers."

"Thank you, but that would leave Olissa completely alone, and I wouldn't do that to her."

"Of course.  Well, try to have a happy Yule, anyway."

"Thanks."



When David returned to the house, he filled Olissa in on what had happened with the student, but then the two spent their time decorating the manor.

After lunch, David and Olissa went up to the second floor lounge.

He looked at Olissa.  "Do you actually want to go through the Remembrance Rite?"

"Not really."

"Okay, then we'll skip it this year."

"What are we going to do with our time, instead?" Olissa asked.

"Well... we're supposed to be remembering the year past, right?"

"Yeah."

"So why don't we just sit and talk about it?"

"Okay, that sounds like a nicer plan, anyway.  I've never been thrilled with the Remembrance Rite.  Maybe because a lot of my years haven't been the greatest."

David frowned at that, and then sat down on the couch next to her.

"Well, let's start with last Yule, and we'll just talk about the stuff we want or need to talk about."

"Sounds good."

They spent the rest of the afternoon chatting and reminiscing about the year that had gone before them.  They had steered clear of any discussion of truly unpleasant things, such as the battle with The Clan, and had focused more on their interactions with their friends, and with each other.

David understood the purpose of the Remembrance Rite, but he had to agree with Olissa: this was a much more pleasant way to spend the afternoon.



 With the exception of the Day of Redemption, which David spent almost entirely with Penny, David and Olissa celebrated their Yule together.  It was a cozy situation, with just the two of them.  David had, of course, sent gifts to his teacher friends, and to the Garibaldis - especially Grace - and they had all sent him gifts, as well.  It was a pleasant week, which David felt only slightly guilty about taking completely off from both jobs.  He'd left Tanya in charge of security at the school, since she had only her parents, and they didn't do much for Yule, anyway.

After the gift-giving was finished on Christmas morning, David and Olissa took some of their gifts - the clothing items, mostly - up to David's room.  Olissa was, of course, staying in David's room with him, since she was the only living female staying in the house.

Olissa hung up her clothes quickly, but David preferred to put his in the dresser, so he had to fold them.  She sat on the bed while he worked.

"Flo's not going to be here next year," David said.

"Next school year, you mean?" Olissa asked.

"Yeah."

"What is it she was after?  Government job?"

"She's not sure about her job, but she wants to be on the King's Council.  I guess that requires the Government Administration 1 license."

Olissa nodded.  "I can just imagine the meetings of the council presided over by Flo," Olissa said with a grin.

David chuckled.  He folded clothes silently for a moment, then finally he said, "When she told me about it, I did start to think about some things, and it gave me a question."

"Oh?"

David stopped and looked at her.  "What is it you're after?  Why are you still at Woodward?"

Olissa was quiet for a very long moment.  David continued to hold the shirt he'd been folding, just waiting for her to answer him.  Finally, she said quietly, "I thought you'd have figured that out by now."

"You know I'm dense when it comes to girls," he said.

She looked up at him.  "I don't really know what I'm doing with my life."  She took a deep breath and said, "I'm still here because you're still here."

David set down the shirt he'd been holding, and then sat on the edge of the bed, looking at her closely.  "I'm not sure I understand that.  You've said more than once that you didn't want a relationship with me, so why put yourself through schooling you don't want to be near me?"

Olissa's eyes were bright with tears as she said, "David, I've wanted to be your girl from the first day we had sex."

David shook his head.  "But you said..."

"I know what I said," she interrupted him, the tears spilling down her cheeks.  "I lied.  It was never that I didn't want a relationship with you.  It was that I was afraid to have one."

"Because I'm a demighost?  No, that can't be it, because you didn't know that at first.  Why would you be afraid of me?"

"Not afraid of you.  Afraid of what would happen."

"Now I'm royally confused," David admitted.

"From my very first boyfriend in the ninth grade, every time I have devoted myself to someone, they have ultimately rejected me, dumping me for prettier, skinnier girls.  Except Keith, of course.  He dumped me because I pretended to be prettier and skinnier than I was.  But all of them decided I wasn't worth their time.

"I couldn't deal with the possibility of losing you like that.  From the first day we met, I liked you.  Not for what you did for me, but because of your attitude.  That day I first offered you sex... the way you decided to put my fears to rest...  I knew that I was going to fall for you hard.

"But I knew that I couldn't let myself do that.  If I did, you'd just learn what every other guy has learned: I'm not worth your attention.  The longer I knew you, the more afraid of losing you I became.  I tried to stay right on the edge of your romantic life, giving myself to you whenever you wanted me, and loving every second of that.  But so long as I kept that little bit of distance, I was safe."

Olissa was weeping openly now, and David leaned forward, pulling her into his arms.  She laid her head on his shoulder and cried strongly while he rubbed her back, trying to comfort her.

It took a very long time for Olissa to stop crying.  David levitated the tissue box to where they were so that she could wipe her eyes.  Finally, she settled against David, who had not actually let go of her yet, but had only loosened his grasp slightly.

"After everything we've been through, everything I've tried to tell you, you still thought that I'd reject you?" David asked gently.

Olissa nodded.  "I can't help it, David.  I know you care about me, but that's different from devoting yourself to me."

"Olissa, I love you.  I love you more than I love Lise, Sam, and Anne put together.  You are my best friend.  You are the kindest, gentlest person I know.  You have kept me sane on more than one occasion.  I would never reject you for someone more beautiful, because I haven't yet found anyone more beautiful than you are.  My standard for choosing girlfriends at school has always been, 'Is she at least half as good as Olissa?'  I've tried to tell you... without making you uncomfortable... that I've been in love with you for a very long time."

"I've known for a few years," she admitted.  "I just didn't have the courage to take the chance."

"Can you take the chance now?  Please?"

She looked into his eyes and saw the pleading, the devotion, the love.  She nodded, and then David pulled her to him, and their lips touched.  The kiss started gently, but it immediately strengthened into something more meaningful.

After a few moments, David broke their kiss and rose.  He took Olissa's hand and pulled her to her feet, then kissed her some more.  Finally, he stepped back slightly.

Olissa was wearing a pull-over shirt, and David reached down to grab the hem of it with both hands.  He slowly pulled it up her body.  He was in no hurry; he wanted her to understand how much he cared about her.

The shirt was gotten rid of in short order, and then David undid her jeans, pushing them off her hips and letting them fall to the floor.  With that, he stepped back to her, sliding both his hands along her face and staring deep into her eyes.

"I know you don't believe me, but I think you're absolutely one of the most beautiful women I've ever met."  He leaned in close and they kissed again, this time their tongues getting into the act, slipping tenderly against each other.

While they kissed, David moved his hands around to her back and unhooked her bra.  He then slid his hands down her back until they were resting on her ass.  He gently fondled her butt, causing her to moan softly into his mouth.  Finally, he slipped his hands inside her panties and pushed them off her hips.  Soon, they joined her jeans on the floor.

David once more broke their kiss and stepped back.  He lifted one hand and rested it on her breast, gently fondling it.  He allowed his thumb to slip lightly over her nipple, and Olissa moaned at that, closing her eyes for a second to enjoy the pleasure.

After a bit more of that, David turned to removing his own clothes.  In short order, he was as naked as she was.  She looked down to see his fully erect cock pointing at her.  She reached out and gently wrapped her hand around it, stroking him slowly.

David moved the two of them onto the bed.  Olissa lay down on her back, looking up at him, her legs spread and waiting for him.  David moved above her, his cock resting against her mound.  He smiled down at her, and she readily smiled back up at him.  Shifting his hips, he slid his cock downward, so that the head of his dick slid across her clit and then lower, to press against her pussy lips.

Leaning down, David looked deeply into Olissa's eyes.  Just as he started to push into her, he said, "I love you."

Olissa would have responded in kind, but David kissed her instead.  Their lips and tongues were immediately dancing as David slid his dick deep inside of her.  Once he'd reached bottom, he set up a slow, smooth rhythm.  There was no hurry; they had all day.

As they coupled, Olissa began to roll her hips in time with David's movements, pushing him deeper into her.  She moaned into his mouth as her body reveled in the pleasure he was giving her.

David was trying to control himself.  The feel of her on his cock was intense, and he could already feel his heat rising.  He knew that he wouldn't last too much longer.  He struggled to keep his pace smooth and steady, however.  He wanted to show his love for her.

Ultimately, it was a losing battle, and David finally pushed himself fully within her and stopped.  Immediately, his cum blasted out of his dick, filling up her pussy.  He grunted repeatedly, his lips still locked to hers.  Finally, as his climax tapered off, he broke their kiss.

"We can continue as soon as I fix a little problem," he said with a smile.

Olissa giggled; she knew what he was referring to, but she put a hand up to his cheek to stop him.

"Let me do it the old-fashioned way?"

"If you like," David told her.  He gently pulled out of her, and then rolled onto his back.  She rolled with him, so that she was looking down at him.  Her hand reached out and encircled his shaft.  Her touch sent tingles up and down his spine.

Olissa shifted herself, and then she took the head of his dick into her mouth while she continued to stroke him with her hand.  David's dick was quickly stiffening under her ministrations.  When she slid her lips down onto his shaft, taking most of him into her mouth, he groaned in pleasure.  She kept that up for a minute, but finally, with him as hard as he'd ever been, she sat up.

Olissa lifted her leg and moved on top of David, straddling him.  She held his dick in her hand, aiming it for just the right spot, and then she relaxed her legs, impaling herself on his rod.  The two sat for a moment, gazing into each other's faces while their lower parts moved only slightly.

Leaning down, Olissa pressed her tits into David's chest.  She kissed him strongly, her tongue invading his mouth.  While she was doing that, she began to rock her hips back and forth, sliding her pussy on and off his cock.

David soon began to rock his hips up into her, forcing his dick into her more strongly, causing her to moan in pleasure.  She broke their kiss and sat up a bit, putting her hands on David's chest for support.  David reached up and cupped her tits with his hands, massaging them and toying with her nipples.

Olissa was beginning to pant now, her peak obviously approaching.  Her hips rocked faster and more forcefully.  In just a short time, she screamed out and arched her back, her body shivering as her pussy squeezed David's cock for all it was worth.

David held on to Olissa throughout her climax.  He waited to see if she would be spent, or if she would want more.

The look she gave him when she was finally coherent again answered that question for him.  They shifted position quickly, Olissa on her hands and knees, and David moving in behind her.

David wasted no time sliding back into her pussy.  He stopped for just a moment, running his hands over her ass, but then he grabbed her hips and started to thrust.

Olissa was immediately crying out in joy, the feel of his cock rubbing across the front of her already-sensitive pussy was sending shockwaves of ecstasy throughout her body.  It didn't take much before she was approaching, and then reaching, her climax.  She cried out again, her body loving the feel of it.

When her orgasm had passed, David laid her down on her side, and he lifted her top leg.  He straddled her lower leg and slid his cock into her pussy.  His thrusts hit a whole new spot inside her now, and she closed her eyes and moaned at the sensation.  David didn't slow down his pace; he fucked her as hard as he could.  He was driving her towards another orgasm, and she was approaching it at mach speed.

With an even louder shout of joy, Olissa came, her pussy trying to milk David's cock, but he wasn't ready to come yet.  She shuddered and writhed beneath him, her back arching and her body twisting.

David slipped out of her before her orgasm finished, and then he rolled her onto her back.  He stayed above her, running his hands up and down her sides and occasionally playing with her breasts, just to keep her highly aroused.

Finally, it seemed as though Olissa was recovering.  David put his cockhead to her opening and pushed back inside of her.

"Oh, god!" Olissa cried out in surprise.  She'd had her eyes closed, and the suddenly returned pleasure had caught her off guard.

David did not thrust into her this time, however.  He slowly slipped into her until their hips met, and then he stopped.  He leaned down and wrapped his arms around her, holding her to him tightly while supporting his weight on his elbows.

As David started to ever-so-slowly slide his cock back out of her, Olissa wrapped her legs around his waist.  When only the head of his dick was inside her, he reversed course, sliding into her as slowly as the first time.  He kept up this maddeningly slow, yet insanely pleasurable, pace for long moments, holding Olissa and looking deep into her eyes.

"I love you so much," he told her.

"I love you, too, David," she replied softly, tears filling her eyes.  "And I belong to you now."

David leaned down and they kissed.  Their lips remained locked until finally David slid his cock into her all the way and stopped.  She continued to massage his dick with her pussy, squeezing him and rocking her hips slightly.  In another moment, he came, blasting his load deep into her.  The two didn't break their kiss for another five minutes.



"Why am I working on a Sunday?" David asked Joe as they got in David's glidecar.

"Because you're our resident expert on Earth."

"I thought Vivian knew it just as well as I did."

"She does, for the most part... but it's your turn."

"Gee, thanks."

David drove them up to Gorumshead, so they could pick up his truck in Earth.  Once they'd crossed over to Earth and were sitting in his truck, waiting for it to warm up, David asked, "So, who are we going after?"

Joe just handed him the folder with the report in it.  David opened it, read through it, and then closed his eyes.

Closing the folder, he said, "You're really gonna make me do this."

"Sometimes we have to discipline the people we like, too."

David looked at him and snorted.  He put the truck in drive and headed down the road.

"You're ruining a good weekend, I hope you know that," David said.

"Sorry about that.  Yule go well for you or something?"

"Or something.  Olissa finally agreed to be my girlfriend."

"Hey!  Great news.  Sorry to interrupt the... uh... early honeymoon..."

David waved it off.  "She was getting worn out, anyway."

Joe chuckled at that.

The drive to Pennsylvania took a while, during which time Joe and David chatted about this and that, but not about work.  It was bad enough they had to do this task on their weekend; they weren't going to discuss anything else work-related on their day off.

By the time they pulled into their destination, it was snowing and foggy.  Though it was midday, it was somewhat dark and extremely hard to see.  They went to the door of the business they were coming to, but it was closed due to the weather.

"Great.  Now what?" Joe asked.

"They haven't been closed long.  Look at the snow around the doorway.  It's all been shoved aside by the door.  We have an address where he lives?"

"Yeah, in the truck."

"Okay.  Let's just drive there.  We'll either meet him on the way, or we'll just pick him up at his house."

They got in the truck and started down the road.  David had to be careful because the blowing snow made the roads hard to see.

They were about halfway to the subject's house when they saw the outline of someone walking down the sidewalk.  David muttered a spell to himself.

"What are you..." Joe started to ask.

Suddenly, an ear-splitting wail emanated from somewhere above them, and he could see red and blue flashes appearing in the mist in front of them.

The figure in front of them stopped and turned.  He obviously couldn't make out any details of the vehicle, but the flashing lights were all he really needed to see.  As Joe and David got out of the truck, the figure kept his hands in plain sight.

David and Joe approached the figure until they were able to see each other.

"Aw, fuck me," Jim said.

Joe intoned, "Jim Gillenham, you're under arrest for unlicensed use of magic.  Let's see your hands."

Jim looked at David.  "You hate me enough you've got to use this shit to hound me with?"

"You think I want to be here?" David asked.  "Today is my day off.  You're wasting the time of two Rimohrs who have much better things to do than to arrest you for doing stupid shit you know you're not supposed to do... and that you know we're going to catch you doing.  Now do as you're told and put your hands out, before I do to you what I would so love to do to you if Joe wasn't watching."

"I can turn my head the other way," Joe offered.

Jim looked at David, then held his hands out.  "I can't believe you're busting me for this crap."

"I'm doing my job.  I'd much rather be at home with Olissa in front of the fireplace.  But once again, you're making my life difficult.  Now shut up and get in the truck."

"And if I refuse?" Jim asked.

"Then I'll have a perfectly legitimate reason to beat the shit out of you, so go right ahead."  David's look was as cold as the day, and as hard as stone.  Jim decided not to push his luck.  He walked to the truck.  Joe opened the back door and helped him in.

As David got in the driver's seat, he said, "You make a mess in my truck, and I'll make a mess of your face."  He looked over at Joe, who just nodded, and then they started back toward Gorumshead.

"This is such crap.  It was a fucking illusion spell."

"And you're a dead wand," David replied simply.  "You don't have the right to be doing any kind of spell.  You lost those privileges when you decided that getting laid was more important than respecting other people's rights."

"Oh, don't give me your fucking speeches, David.  I heard about the time you spent in jail.  You're no better than I am."

"Really?  Did you hear about why I was in jail?"

"'Cause you beat some poor guy to a pulp."

"And did your source tell you why I beat him to a pulp?"

"What the fuck difference would that make?"

David said, "That fucknuts wound up in the infirmary because he beat up Prof. Arpilla bad enough that she spent four days in the infirmary herself."

"Ooh, big deal.  Four whole days.  How long was he in the infirmary?"

"Six months.  And I was in jail for three weeks.  He got what he deserved, and I paid the price for handing out that punishment.  The difference between us, since I know you won't understand it without an explanation, is that after I beat that shit for brains to near death, I sat and waited for the Rimohrs to show up and arrest me.  I took responsibility for my actions immediately.  You, on the other hand, are whining and complaining about being arrested for something you knew damned well was illegal when you did it."

"It's a stupid fucking law."

"No it's not, it's just inconvenient for you.  Maybe six more months in the management facility will help you grasp the concept."

"Six months?" Jim cried in despair.

"Second offense of this type, third conviction for anything... Six months sounds about right, doesn't it, Joe?"

"Sounds a bit light, actually.  They're going to want him to get the point."

David nodded.  "Count your blessings.  They don't send you to Barnard Hill for UUM."

"Fuck me," Jim repeated, then put his head back against the headrest and closed his eyes for the rest of the trip.



"Anything?" David asked Joe when he came into the office the next morning.

"No.  No sign of him."

Though David had not yet finished with the visitation lists from the prisons, they had decided to stake out the remaining spots within the pattern for drop sites.  If he had shown up to dump a dead body, the Rimohrs would have caught him.  No one showed up, however.

"Well, it's early for him.  Only two weeks since his last killing."

"The time's been getting shorter, though," Joe reminded him.

"Yeah, I know.  Typical for serial killers.  The thrill wears off faster the more they do it."

"So, what's the next step?"

"I need to finish the visitation records.  Once we do that, we'll know who we're after, probably, and we can go bust him."

"Think we have enough to make it stick?"

"I'm not sure of that, no.  The amount of evidence we have is damned slim.  But once we have a name, we'll have someone's life we can pick apart, piece by piece, and that will probably yield more clues."

"Yeah.  Aren't the records up at your school office?"

"No, I brought them home with me, so they're back at my place.  I just wanted to check in and see if anything had developed."

"Not a thing."

"Okay, well, I'm going to get on those lists, then.  Call me if you need me."

"Will do."



 "What's up, David?" Joe asked.  He seemed in a hurry.

"I finished up with the visitation logs.  I've got a list of about a hundred names we need to run down."

"Okay.  Bring it with you when you come in.  We need you here ASAP."

"On my way," David said, and fogged off.  Explanations could wait; Joe was obviously worried.



"What's going on?" David asked after he set a copy of his visitor list on Joe's desk.

"We've gotten word that there's going to be a gang-related riot in town.  We're suiting up now to get ready for it."

"Suiting up?"

"In riot gear.  Dragonscale armor and protection amulets.  Yours is in the locker room."

David went in and got changed.  His armor was black, of course, like all the others.  There was a replica of the Rimohr hawk on his chest.  He donned his coat over the armor, and then slipped the medallion around his neck.  He felt its power wash over him.  He knew it wasn't all that strong, but it was better than nothing.

Now ready for battle, David moved back into the bullpen.

"You look good in armor," Vivian told him with a smile.  David would have blushed, if he could.

Turning to Joe, David asked, "What are the rules of engagement?"

"We don't start the fighting.  As soon as people are attacking each other, however, you are allowed to take down any combatant.  Least force necessary, but lethal force is authorized.  Whereas there would normally be a review if you put someone in the infirmary, during a riot, the only way they'll call for a review is if you have to kill someone."

David nodded.  "Where's Wilson?"

"Already at our staging area.  We'll be heading there in just a few minutes."

"How does this work?  Do we stand as one big group, or do we work individually, or just what?"

Vivian said, "You should probably stick with Joe or me until you've got a handle on things.  Once you're sure of what you're doing, just go where you think you're needed.  Our primary job is to protect the non-combatants.  Protecting people involved in the riot is not a real concern.  Arresting them is our secondary task."

David nodded.  "The use of weapons?"

"Is authorized," Joe replied.  "Do you have yours with you?"

"At all times," David confirmed.

"Okay.  You ready?"

"No, but don't let that stop you."

Joe smiled at him.  "All right, let's mount up!"

The group of Rimohrs all headed out to a pair of waiting coaches.  As soon as everyone was aboard, the horses took off at speed, moving as quickly as they could while still navigating the narrow streets.

In a short time, they reached the staging area, and they all disembarked.  David stood back while Joe went to talk to Wilson.

"Scared?" Vivian asked.

"Of what?  I can't be killed."

"You seem to be hesitant."

"I just don't want to hear another of Wilson's sermons about not being too aggressive."

Vivian smiled and nodded her head.  Joe came back shortly.  "No violence yet, but the feeling on the street is that one's coming soon."

"Might this be one time we could use divination to figure out where to focus our attention?"

"Maybe, but unless you happen to have a crystal ball on you..." Joe said.

David held out his hand, and his crystal ball popped into place resting on it.

"Ask and ye shall receive," David replied.  He moved back to one of the coaches, to have some quiet where he could use his crystallomancy in peace.

David focused for a long moment, then finally sat up, storing his crystal ball in its usual place before exiting the coach again.

"I need to see a map," David said.

Joe led him over to the control table.  David didn't acknowledge Wilson, but instead looked down at the map, trying to match the imagery he saw in his vision with the streets he saw on the parchment.

Sliding his hand along the map, he finally stopped, his finger at a particular spot.

"Right here," David said.

"Right there what?" Wilson asked testily.

"That's where the trouble will start."

"And how the hell do you know that?"

"Because I'm a seer."

Wilson's face went blank for a second.  He had clearly not thought of using divination in this way.  Finally, his face cleared.  "Joe, take two units and head that way.  I'll hold one unit here, just in case... things change," he said carefully, not wanting to imply that David didn't know what he was talking about.

Joe just nodded.  "Unit 1, Unit 2, you're with me!"

David, who was not officially assigned to a unit at all, accompanied Joe and Vivian.  They once more boarded the coaches and left for another part of the city.



David sat with Joe in a closed business, watching the street.

"What do we do if nothing happens?" David asked.

"Go home and chalk it up to bad intel," Joe replied.  "I'd be perfectly happy with that.  So would Zyla.  And probably so would Olissa."

"Yeah, I don't think she's started worrying about my job yet."

"Don't count on that," Joe told him.

Shortly after that, Joe got a call on his mirror.  One of the Rimohrs had spotted a group of gang members traveling down a nearby street.  David and Joe moved to the door.  Looking across, they saw Vivian and one other Rimohr in the building across the street.

The Rimohr who had the gang members in sight kept up a running commentary of what he saw.  Suddenly, another Rimohr broke into the connection to report another group of apparent gang members heading toward the first.

"They're going to meet right here," Joe said.  "Just like you said they would."

"Think we can stop them before it gets too ugly?"

"Honestly?  No."

"Shit.  What if we step out and stop them before they start?"

"We wouldn't be able to arrest anyone, and they'd just go off and do it somewhere else.  It doesn't solve anything," Joe told him.

"Right," David acknowledged.

In a few more minutes, the first group arrived from the north.  They saw the second group approaching from the west just a minute later.  The two gangs stopped thirty feet from each other.

Though they didn't clearly hear the words being said, it was clear that there was a surfeit of testosterone between the two groups.  Hands were balled into fists, bodies leaned forward, and faces scowled in anger.  Finally, from one of the gang members toward the back of the one group, a spell blasted out, arcing over his gang and landing amid the other gang members.

"It's started," Joe said into his mirror.  "Let's get in there."

As the other Rimohrs emerged, Joe called Wilson to let him know that the gang battle had begun.  He then led David out of the building and stepped into the street.

David immediately drew his staff.  He didn't want to draw his sword; it was too easy to kill someone with that weapon, and he didn't want to chance another accidental death.

Joe cast amplivocis, and then spoke.  "This is the Rimohrs!  You are all under arrest!  Drop your wands immediately, drop to your knees, and put your hands on your head!"

Joe's announcement was completely ignored, except for three energy balls that headed in their direction.  They moved out of the way, and the building behind them took the brunt of the impact.

David sent a spell back at their attacker, but he missed.  Joe then led him into the melee, trying to spell people one at a time, but the Rimohrs were drawing attention, wearing obvious uniforms as they were, and they were each being attacked by both sides.

David used his staff as both wand and weapon.  First he would blast one gang member with a beam of energy, and then he'd slam his staff into another guy's midsection, dropping him to the ground.

David tried to keep Joe in view, but there was so much chaos going on around him that it was difficult for him to watch out for someone else without getting his own head blown off.  Spells were flying every which way, and he had to duck a dozen times to avoid lightning blasts, energy balls, and magical beams that would have done very painful things had they hit him.

After a few minutes, David met up with Vivian, who seemed to be holding her own just fine.  She took down one gang member, but David had to push her to the ground to keep her from being fried by another.  David zapped him with a lightning bolt, and he was sure the guy wouldn't wake up until February.

David helped Vivian to her feet, and she smiled her thanks at him briefly, but then they both turned back into the battle.

The battle raged for a couple of hours back and forth.  Three buildings had been destroyed, and the Rimohrs were taking casualties from both sides.

David had finally spotted Joe, and was now doing his best to keep his friend in sight.

Suddenly, David heard something that made his blood run cold.  The gang member in front of him held aloft his wand and shouted, "Razpadat!"

David could tell that the gang member was aiming at Joe.  He hadn't yet brought his wand down, but as soon as he did, the spell would leave the man's wand, and there was no stopping it at that point.  David didn't have a clear path to push Joe out of the way of what was coming.  He had only a fraction of a second to act, and only one chance to prevent a personal tragedy from happening.

David gripped his staff tightly as he swung the end of it up and forward.  He pushed off with his back foot, powering the swing, giving it as much force as he could muster.

It was as if the world had slowed to a near crawl for David.  He could see the man's hand coming down.  He saw the crackle of the spell beginning to leave the wand.  His staff seemed to be moving through molasses, as if it couldn't possibly connect in time...

In a blink, his staff did connect.  The man's head snapped over hard, and his wand went flying as his body suddenly became a rag doll, flopping loosely to the ground.  David knew, without looking, that the man would never rise again.

He had caused his first intentional death.

Strangely, unlike the disaster at the coach, this time he felt nothing.  He looked down at his... victim.  He couldn't be called an opponent; the man had never known David was there.  He stared at the body for a long moment, until Joe appeared at his side.

"Any idea what that spell he was casting was?"

"Yeah.  You wouldn't have lived through it."

"That's two I owe you," Joe said.

"Who's counting?" David said.  Without much in the way of thought, David raised his staff and let loose a blast that knocked two gang members out of the battle for the day.  Finally, he turned to Joe.  "We have to get these bastards to settle down."

"How do you expect to do that?" Joe asked.

"Fuck if I know."

"Well, if you come up with something, let me know."

"Can we get all the Rimohrs to one side of the fight or the other?"

"I suppose, but why?"

"Because that way, we can use field spells and longer-range spells that would endanger friendlies if we used them now."

"Good idea."

Joe went off to find Wilson, who was supposed to be in charge of this madness.  In short order, an order went out to all Rimohrs to move to the south side of the fighting.

David took out two more people on his way, breaking bones and knocking them unconscious.  He finally met up with Joe, Wilson, and Vivian.

"Any more ideas?" Wilson asked.  David noted his tone was a bit less arrogant.  Apparently Wilson hadn't had to face this before.

Lucky him.

"Field spells, lightning bolts.  Big spells that can target more than one person at a time.  My personal favorite for getting people's attention is..." David turned, aimed his staff, and screamed, "ODRAZIT!"

Three dozen gang members all fell to the ground at once.  Joe, Vivian, and a half dozen other Rimohrs all opened up with lightning bolt spells at once.  More gang members went down.

The remaining gang members all now focused on the Rimohrs, but they would not fight together.  There were two distinct groups of gangsters.  David moved next to Vivian.

"Let's work together.  I'll distract them, and you take them out."

"You got it."

David started casting kiskisippet, zapping a gang member to distract them, and then Vivian would blast them with various spells, knocking them cold.  The others, seeing what David and Vivian were doing, started to do the same.

In short order, the gangsters had only a third of their number still standing.

Wilson once again ordered all of them to drop their wands.  This time, most of them did so, kneeling and placing their hands on their heads.  The few remaining combatants were zapped into submission by three or four Rimohrs at a time.

The next half hour was spent going around and arresting all of the participants.  David moved back over to the body of the man he killed.  He bent down and rolled him over.  The face was a mask of rage, just as it had been at the moment of death.  It wasn't someone David knew, not that he'd expected it would be.  He felt nothing for this... thing.  It wasn't a person to him, hadn't been a legitimate person while it was breathing.

Why is this one different from the last?  David felt no sorrow at all at the man's death.  He was not exultant, either.  He felt, truly, nothing at the event.

Why not?

Wilson came around to where David was standing.

"Do we know who killed this one?" he asked.

"I did," David replied.

"Oh?"

Joe, who had accompanied Wilson, said, "He was attacking me.  David stopped him."

"Why'd you kill him?" Wilson asked.

"He was casting razpadat.  I either had to kill him, or let him kill my partner."

"I'm not familiar with that spell," Joe said.

"It's a disintegration spell," David explained.  "I got hit by it in my second year at the academy.  Hurt like a sonofabitch.  To you mortals, it's universally fatal."

"Us mortals?" Wilson asked, an eyebrow raised.

"What?  The only reason I survived the spell was because I'm not mortal."

Wilson nodded, not wanting to get into it over terminology.  "Did you kill anyone else here today?"

"No.  Lots of injuries, but only the one death."

"Okay.  Well, you know the drill from last time.  You'll be on administrative leave until the hearing.  That might be a little while, given the number of administrative tasks this little fiasco is going to cause.  Why don't you go ahead and take off.  Go home, get some dinner, take a shower, and try to forget this fucking mess."

"All right, boss.  You want me to come in tomorrow for paperwork?"

"Yeah, whenever.  No need to show up first thing unless you want to."

"I've got nothing better to do.  Being on administrative leave, can I at least do some office work?"

"Not officially, but I'm not going to stop you, why?"

"We have that list of people to run down in the serial killer case.  It's all paper chasing.  I figured I could do that tomorrow while I'm there."

Wilson nodded.  "Yeah, that's fine."

"Okay."

"David," Joe said.  "Thanks.  I owe you my life.  Again."

"You know, one of these days, I'm not going to be close enough to save your ass."

Joe nodded grimly.  "Don't say that in front of Zyla."

David nodded.  "I'll see you tomorrow."



 











	

	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 6


Chapter 8: January


"Morning, David," Vivian said when he sat down at his desk.

"Morning," he replied.

"Problem?" she asked, noting the tone of his voice.

"It's a personal thing, don't worry about it."

"Okay... well, if you want to talk about it..."

"Thanks.  Since I can't really define the problem to myself yet, I can't really talk to anyone else about it, either.  My new girlfriend is acting... odd.  Beyond that, I can't really say anything."

"Have you tried talking to her about it?"

"Yes, but she's not been informative, and I didn't want to get too pushy about it."

"I can understand that.  Well, I'm sure she'll tell you what's on her mind when she's ready.  You didn't, uh, do anything you need to apologize for, did you?"

"Not that I know of," David replied.  "I've thought of that, but looking back on the last week, I can't think of anything at all I've done that should have upset her.  I mean, I've known her for five years.  I would hope by now I would have figured out what does and doesn't upset her."

Vivian grinned.  "True, but she is a woman, and you're merely a man..."

David chuckled at that.  "True enough."

"Good luck with it, anyway."

"Thanks."

David started to fill out some paperwork he'd been putting off.  Joe wasn't around yet, and they'd finished with the list of visitors the day before.  There had only been two wizards on the list.  They were going to work on the histories of those wizards today, but David had to wait for Joe to show up to do so, since he wasn't officially there.

When Joe did finally show up, it was two hours later.

"'Bout time you showed up," David said.  "Here I am on vacation, and I beat you to the office by hours."

Vivian giggled.

Joe scowled at him.  "I was busy doing other things."

"Uh-huh.  Can we get back to work on those visitor records now?"

"Actually, that's what I was working on.  I've got good news, and I've got bad news."

"Okay..."

"The good news is we've figured out which of the two wizards is our killer."  Joe set down a folder.  David opened it.  It showed the image and life history of one Simon Atherton, age 29.  He lived, so the file claimed, in Hartford, Connecticut.  David pulled out an Earth map and looked at it.

"Yeah, makes sense.  He goes right through Springfield on his way home.  So, is someone on their way to grab this fucker?"

"That's the bad news.  Someone already went.  The FBI sent some local police to check him out."

"That could be dangerous.  We don't know how good a wizard this guy is."

"They weren't going to arrest him.  They had some phony story about a missing child they were going to use.  But he wasn't there."

"Probably at work."

"They checked.  He hasn't been to work all week."

"Uh-oh."

"Yeah.  Neighbors said they haven't seen him since Sunday."

"He's on the run."

"Yeah.  The best we can figure, his brother has a friend in the guards, who told him about the visitation records.  Then he must have told his brother."

"Fuck.  All this work, and we basically shot ourselves in the foot."

"Not quite.  It's unlikely he'll be doing any further killing while he's hiding from us."

"We need to keep staking out those locations every weekend until we catch him."

"Agreed."

"Dammit.  This is a hell of a fucking time to not be able to do my job."

"You are doing your job," Joe said.  "And very nice penmanship, too," he said, needling David.

David threw an InkyQuill at Joe, but Joe ducked and it missed.

"Temper, temper," Joe said.  "Get you into trouble every time."

"I don't know... I strangle you, everyone else here gets a promotion."

"But what would Zyla say?" Joe replied.

David grunted, then went back to his paperwork.



"Hey," Olissa said, greeting David at the door with a kiss.  "How was your day?" she asked once they broke lip lock.

"Boring.  Frustrating."

Olissa frowned.  "I hate to make a bad day worse, but we need to talk about something."

"Okay," David said.  He dropped his coat on a chair in the main room, and then turned to face her.  "What's up?"

Olissa paced a couple times before turning to face him.  "David, there's a problem with... us."

David frowned.  "I know that something's been bugging you all week.  I honestly don't know what I did, but I'm sorry..."

Olissa looked up in shock.  "Oh, no, it's nothing you did.  No, I'm not one of those women.  If you do something I don't like, you're going to know it."

David grinned.  "I'd thought so, up until this week."

Olissa smiled briefly, but then the frown returned.  "No, this problem is different, it's..."

She turned to him, finally gathering her resolve.  "David, I don't think we can have a boyfriend/girlfriend relationship."

David felt at once both numb, and as if he'd just been stabbed.

"Don't do this to me, Olissa.  Not you, too.  First Amanda, then Lise, Anne, JoAnne, Lydia... is it really that awful, dating a demighost, that you have to dump me?" he asked her plaintively.  "After five years we try, only to give up after a week?"

Olissa quickly came to him.  "No, David, you don't understand.  I'm not saying we shouldn't be together.  That's not it at all."

She turned from him and walked a couple steps away.  "Do you remember our trip to Mirelia, how I had those visions that bothered me?"

"Of course.  You wouldn't tell me what they were about."

"They were about you and me," she said.  "About the... the position I'm supposed to take in your life."

"So your visions told you not to date me?"

"It's not that simple," she said.  "My visions told me that, while I am supposed to be 'your girl', I'm not supposed to be your girlfriend."

"Those two are the same thing, aren't they?"

"No, they're not, but I'm worried that you won't accept what it is that my visions told me was my true place in your life."

"Well, there's only one way to find that out.  What is it you think our relationship is supposed to be?"

"I'm supposed to be your... odalisque."

"My what?"

Olissa actually giggled and smiled embarrassedly.  "Yeah, I actually had to look that word up.  How about thrall?"

David shook his head, holding his hands up in confusion.

Olissa sighed.  "I was trying to avoid the other word."

"What other word?" David asked, growing slightly irritated.

"Slave," Olissa said quietly.

"Whoa, wait a minute.  You're already my slave."

"I'm your sex slave, David.  That's not the entire role I'm supposed to play in your life.  According to my visions, I am supposed to be entirely, one hundred percent devoted to you, and to belong to you.  Do you remember, after Lise left, I told you that I thought you weren't destined for traditional relationships?"

"Yes," David said, sinking down onto the sofa.  His head was beginning to spin slightly and he felt it best if he wasn't standing up just then.

"I had hints of what I was supposed to be back then.  I didn't understand it fully until the visions, and talking with that priestess in the temple."

"So... I mean, what difference does it make what you call yourself?  Girlfriend, slave... I mean, wouldn't that just make you a girlfriend who was, let's say, highly compliant?"

Olissa smiled.  "No.  Because I'm not supposed to be your girlfriend.  You're supposed to have a girlfriend, David, but it's not supposed to be me.  I'm supposed to be the second woman in your life, not the first."

"That's crazy," David replied.  "First, that you'd accept being a... an 'also ran', and second, that you think someone else is going to accept me having a playmate living with us."

"Someone will.  My vision said so."

"Who is it, then?"

Olissa sat down on the sofa beside him.  "I didn't recognize her.  I wouldn't tell you, even if I had.  That isn't information you should have."

"If you're supposed to be my slave, don't you have to do what I tell you to?"

"Within reason.  I won't do things that will hurt you.  You can punish me for not doing them, but I still won't do them."

"Punish... ow, my head's beginning to hurt.  You actually expect me to punish you?"

"If I make mistakes or displease you, yes."

"Why would you want to take on this role?"

"To help you."

"Help me what?  Be a total pervert?"

Olissa smiled.  "You need no help in that direction.  I can't explain it to you any better than this: my visions indicated that my presence at your side in this manner will help you to help Callamandia.  I did see some other things, but again, I won't tell you about them."

"But... you're willing to give up your own life to serve mine?  Why?"

"Because I love you," she said.  "I love you more than anything I can imagine.  Because I know that you're going to be very important as time goes on, and in this way, I can be just a little important, too.  On my own, I was never going to amount to a whole lot.  I have no real ambitions to do anything, so the likelihood is that I would end up a store clerk or a waitress someplace.  Enjoyable, maybe, but hardly important.

"But helping you is important."

"Why?"

"David, for good or bad, you will be around for the rest of the lifetime of Callamandia.  You can be one of its greatest assets, or one of its worst enemies.  I know you're a good person, but I also know you have a darker side.  I believe that which way you end up going long-term really depends on the people around you.  I'd like to think that I could be a positive force in your life, one of the people who keeps you away from doing evil things."

"And you can't do that as my girlfriend?"

Olissa sighed.  "I have only my visions to go on, David.  What I can tell you is that if it was just me, it wouldn't be as good for you as if there was at least one other.  Since I can't assume some other woman would be willing to be your thrall, and since I am okay with the notion, this is what makes the most sense."

David suddenly got up from the couch.  "I'm having a really hard time with this.  This is a bit too much for me to take in all at once.  Let me make sure that I've understood everything you're telling me.

"First, you do love me and want to be with me."

"Yes," Olissa confirmed strongly.

"But you think that I... need to have more than one woman in my life."

"Yes."

"And you feel that this other woman, whoever she is, should have... uh... 'primacy of place' in the relationships."

"Yes," she confirmed, after working out in her head exactly what he was saying.

"Furthermore, you don't want to be a mistress, you want this to be open for everyone to see."

"Absolutely.  I will not live a lie."

"And finally, instead of mistress or concubine, you want to be... a slave."

"Yes," she said, her voice less sure because she knew he didn't like the term.

"And when you say slave, you mean full-on slave, as in I own you, can do to you whatever the hell I please, you have no rights except what I give you, and you exist to do my bidding."

"Yes," she said more confidently.

"And that would include punishing you, even perhaps physically, for doing things I don't like."

"Yes, of course," she replied.

"That's nuts," David replied.

"Maybe, but I've always been crazy about you," Olissa said with a grin.

David tried to smile at the joke, but was simply too befuddled.

"I can't process this," David said.  "I'm going to need some time.  I'm going to... well, go away for a couple days, to try to think this through.  I would like for you to stay here in the house until I get back.  As soon as I can wrap my brain around this and come to a decision, I'll let you know, okay?"

"Okay," she said, a worried frown crossing her visage.  "Where will you go?"

"Maybe back up to the school.  I can stay in my dorm room."

"But the dorms are closed."

"And I'm the Chief of Security.  I can do as I damned well please as far as that goes."

Olissa smiled at him.  She came and gave him a soft kiss.  He returned the gesture, but it was strained, and she could tell.

"I will wait here, and I promise not to contact you unless there's a problem.  But please try not to take too long, okay?"

"Do what I can," he told her.  "Let me get Jailla and I'll head out."

"David?" she said as he was walking away.

"Yeah?" he asked, turning to face her.

"I love you."

David came back to her and put his arms around her loosely.  "I love you, too.  What will happen if I decide I can't deal with having a slave?"

"We'll go back to the way it was before Christmas.  Well.. as close as we can, anyway.  Like I said, I won't let myself hurt you, David, and me being your girlfriend is... harmful.  Sort of."

Despite himself, David chuckled.  "So you wouldn't leave me."

"No.  I won't leave you unless you make me."

David kissed her strongly, then finally let her go.  She watched him walk out of the room, and held herself together while he got Jailla and some things, and then headed out.  Only when she was sure he was completely gone did she sit down on the sofa and cry.



"So, what do you think?" David finally asked.  He'd explained the situation to Jailla the night before, but Jailla, knowing David, understood that it wasn't yet time to express any opinions.

Jailla looked at him.  "I'm not quite certain what I think.  The truth is that she has been in this role in your life for years."

"Not to this level.  She's talking about me punishing her, and basically treating her like property.  I've never done that to her before."

"No, you haven't.  And while I think punishing her may be something she will expect you to do, I see no reason you need to treat her exactly like property.  You could simply treat her as a subordinate.  You don't treat Tanya or Seth like property, nor any of the members of the DIRT team, yet they are obliged to do what you tell them to.

"Your only alternative is to go back to living the lie you've both been living for five years, pretending you don't want to be with each other."

"I never really pretended that," David said.  "I looked for others because I couldn't be with her."

"And yet regularly had relations with her."

"Whenever I could, really," David admitted.

"So, I repeat, you've been living in this relationship for a long time.  This merely makes it official."

"Maybe," David allowed.  "I just wish... dammit, yes, that's who I need to talk to."

David pulled out his mirror and dialed.  Olissa was soon looking at him hopefully.

"David?  What do you need?"

"I need you to send me Bispy.  I need to talk to him."

"Oh.  Um... okay... I'll have to find out if he can fly that far.  If not, I'll send him on a coach."

David nodded his thanks, and signed off with her.

"Why do you want to speak with Bisperion?" Jailla asked.

"Because he's said some things over the years that I want explained.  I think they relate to this situation, and I need to know what he knows before making up my mind."

Jailla chirped in understanding.



"What is it you seek from me?" Bispy asked.  He and David were walking across the terrace, which was, of course, deserted this time of year.  The snow wasn't too deep, but the open space was what David needed.  He felt too enclosed with his thoughts already.

"Look, I realize that you say what it occurs to you to say when you think people are asking you questions..."

"What else do you do?" Bispy asked calmly.

David trudged on, "... but I need some clear, definite and straight answers to some questions.  I'm sure you're aware of the situation, and in order to resolve it in the best manner for Olissa and myself, I need your input.  I need to know what you know."

"Ask your questions.  I will answer them, or not, as I see fit."

"At last year's gathering before Christmas, when we talked in the kitchen.  Did you talk about our discussion with Olissa?"

"No.  I didn't see the need.  You said nothing she wasn't already aware of."

"How long have you known about this... desire... of hers?"

"Long enough.  Longer than her, in fact."

"You knew she wanted to be my slave before she did?"

"I knew that she needed someone to serve.  As she told you yesterday, she has no ambition other than to be helpful to someone.  Everything she has ever done has been for someone else's benefit.  Part of why her previous relationships have hurt her so badly is that she felt that she hadn't been helpful enough to make them want to keep her."

"So is she doing this just to keep me from sending her away?"

"No.  She is doing this because, deep down in her heart, she desires to do good for the world, but knows that she hasn't the skills or the mindset to do so directly.  She knows that her only hope of making a difference is to help someone else.  Someone who can make a difference directly."

"Hmph."  David walked a short way on, and then he said, "The day we first met, you said that we were 'of a kind'.  What did you mean by that?  It has to have had something to do with Olissa..."

"It did, yes.  Where Olissa is concerned, your highest, most sacred priority is her safety and well-being.  You have pledged yourself to her protection.  As I have done.  We are her protectors.  Unfortunately, we are most often protecting her from herself, but that is still our sworn duty.  Whether or not you act on her request, you know that you will still have that duty."

David was quiet for a long moment, then finally nodded.  "I almost hate to ask this question, but what do you think I should do?"

"I'm younger than you by several years.  Why would you seek my advice?"

"You're a dragon," David replied.

Bisperion snorted.  "A baby dragon's advice is of little use to anyone.  I do not wish to see my wizard hurt.  Your rejection of her will hurt her deeply.  As such, my suggestion is that you take her as your odalisque as she requests.  That opinion is highly biased, of course."

"You've never been this... well, this direct with me before."

"You've never needed me to before."

"Fair enough," David said with a grin.  After a long pause, David said, "Thank you for coming up here and talking with me.  I do have one other question, however.  It's more a procedural question than anything."

"And that would be?"

"Well, you are obliged to your wizard.  If your wizard is then obliged to me, what is the relationship between you and I?"

"I am not to be ordered about," Bisperion said coldly.

"Nor would I dare try.  I am wondering, for instance, if I ordered Olissa to have you do something, would you do it when she asked you to?"

"That would entirely depend on what it was she was asking, as it has always been.  I do not do everything Olissa asks of me.  That is unlikely to change no matter her life circumstance."

David nodded.  "Okay, I was just wanting to be clear on things."

"Of course.  You are very undraconic in that fashion."

David chuckled.  "Yes, well, you know, I am merely a human."

"And a half dead one at that," Bisperion added with a grin in his voice.

"Gee, thanks for the reminder," David said good-naturedly.  Growing serious, he said, "Thank you for your help.  I needed those few things answered to help me make this decision."

"I know.  That is why I chose to answer you."

"Thanks for that.  Do you need a ride home, or can you manage?"

"As I told Olissa, I am twenty years old now.  I can fly just fine."

"Okay, no need to get offended.  I don't see you flying much, so I didn't know how good you were at it."

"People are uncomfortable around flying dragons," Bispy replied.

"People are uncomfortable around breathing dragons," David said.  "And demighosts, and vampires, and werewolves, and damn near everything else in this place.  I would have thought they would have learned by now."

"People are almost as slow to change as dragons are.  The worrisome part of that is that humans do not have quite as long as dragons do to make the transition."

"Hmph.  Anyway, I'll let you get back home."

"Can I give Olissa some indication of your progress?"

"I still haven't made up my mind yet, sorry."

Bispy nodded at him, then leapt into the sky, his wings beating strongly as he rose.  It wasn't long before David couldn't see him anymore, and so he turned and walked back the way he had come, trying to think through the situation.



 It took David a few more days before he returned to his Bolmont home.  He knew that this worried Olissa, but it couldn't be helped.  He had to be sure of things.  She was asking him for a major change in the way he thought about her, and in the way their relationship was structured, and he had to know that it was the right thing to do.

When he returned to the house, he was invisible.  He didn't want Olissa to see him until things were ready.  She was still sleeping in his bed, which he had no problem with, as he'd not told her not to, and both her and Flo had run of his homes.

It was mid-morning when Olissa rose.  He watched her go though her routine, and then she headed downstairs, presumably to make herself some breakfast.  He didn't follow her.

David conjured several objects out of the trunk of his glidecar into the bedroom.  It had been a risk, coming back in the glidecar.  If Olissa went outside, she would see it and wonder where he was, but he didn't expect her to go outside before he was finished with what he was doing.

With all the objects in the room, he started to assemble them into the configuration he wanted.  It didn't take too long, and then he was finished.  He took a case that was about the size of a briefcase into the bathroom and set it on the vanity.

With all of that done, he took the lift downstairs.

As expected, he found Olissa in the kitchen eating her breakfast.

"David!" she cried, happy to see him.  She ran to him and hugged him, kissing him strongly.  Finally, she let him go.  "Did you make a decision?"

"Kind of.  Go ahead and finish your breakfast, and we'll talk about it afterward."

Olissa nodded and returned to her food.  It was not a big meal, and so she was finished quickly.  Without saying anything, David motioned her to follow him.  He took her up to the third floor, and into the master bathroom.

"You're still certain you want to do this?" David asked.

Olissa nodded.

"Take a shower, but don't get dressed afterward.  Make sure your shower is a thorough one."

David leaned against the vanity as she showered.  The two didn't speak.  Both of them felt awkward at the moment, and chit-chat would have been impossible to maintain.  Olissa took extra time, as he had told her to be extensive in her cleaning.  Finally, however, she was finished.

"Should I dry off?" she asked him.

"Yes."  He handed her a towel, and she started to rub herself down with it.

"How do you deal with your hair?" he asked.

"I just brush it and let it air dry," she told him.  He nodded.  No more talking was done while she finished drying herself off.  She hung the towel on the rack, and then turned to face David.

"Now what?" she asked curiously.

David turned to the case he'd set on the vanity and opened it.  He pulled out a pair of blue metal rings.

Handing them to Olissa, he said, "Put these on your arms above your elbows."  She did, and was surprised to find that, once she slipped them on, they wouldn't move.  They didn't touch her skin, instead keeping an even distance all the way around.  David handed her another pair.  "Put them on your wrists."  She did so, seeing the same effect; they hovered around her wrists, completely unmoving.  They did nothing to hamper her ability to move around or use her hands.

There were other items in the case.  David handed her more rings that went above her knees, and around her ankles.  Next, he pulled out a strap.  She realized it was a belt as he stepped behind her and wrapped it around her waist.  Once he brought the ends together, it snugged itself against her, fitting tightly, but not pinching.  Finally, he took the last item out of the case.  This was clearly a collar, and David fastened it around her neck.  Though it had been hinged, it acted just like the other rings.  It floated around her neck, not touching her at all, but she couldn't shift its position in the slightest.

"Come with me," David said.  He opened the door to the bedroom, and she followed him in.  In front of the closet doors was a set of four golden posts.  They were each almost as tall as the room, and flared at their base to keep them stable.  Along their length were red jewels, aimed toward the center of the invisible square that the posts sat at the corners of.

"Stand in the middle," David said, motioning her into the area between the posts.  She stepped in, but didn't feel anything happen.  She noted there was plenty of room between herself and the posts.  She wasn't sure she could reach any of them if she stretched out her arms.

David took a deep breath.  "You have asked to be my slave, but I'm not really sure you understand how unpleasant that could be.  You're asking me to, in essence, not consider your feelings in my day to day activities, or in my life choices.  You're asking me to not worry about whether or not I'm paying enough attention to you.  You're giving me not just the authority, but the right to make you do anything I damned well please, whether you like what it is or not.  You hope I won't abuse you, but if you really mean that you are actually my slave, you can't, and won't, stop me from doing so.  In short, you are asking to take on a whole lot of unpleasantness, and potentially a lot of pain and suffering.  As you have pointed out, I have a dark side.  I can stand here and tell you, honestly, that I cannot conceive of what it would take for me to voluntarily injure you... but we both know that I can, and have, killed people.  There is no telling what I will be twenty or thirty years from now.  You have, barring illness or injury, another hundred years or more to your life.  You are committing to a century of potential misery.

"I'm not sure you're up for that.  I'm not sure anyone is up for that."

"Then... what are we doing here?" Olissa asked unhappily.

"I'm going to give you a chance to prove me wrong.  This," he said, motioning to the posts she was standing between, "is a test.  If you pass the test, I will accept you as a slave.  If you fail the test, we will pretend these conversations never happened."

"Okay.  What do I have to do?"

"Let me explain the test, first," David said.  "This test will take days.  During that time, you will do everything and anything I tell you to do.  You will be subjected to highly unpleasant things, both mentally and physically.  You will face punishment, torment, and even some things that could be called abuse.  I intend to cram into the next few days as much misery for you as I can manage.  I freely admit to you now that I'm trying to get you to change your mind.  Only if you can prove to me that you can handle what is to come will I risk putting you in that position."

"Will I know how close I am to the end of the test?"

"No.  You wouldn't know how close you are to the end of your slavery, either.  You may end the test at any time, merely by telling me to stop.  That would, however, be failing the test."

"Is there any other way for me to fail the test?"

"No."

"Is there anything else I need to know?" she asked.

"You will feel pain.  I will not intentionally injure you.  If I do so accidentally and cannot repair the damage myself, the test will be stopped so I can take you to a healer.  That will not count as a failure on your part, and you will have the choice of whether or not to resume the test when you are well."

"Okay," Olissa said.  She took a deep breath, and then let it out.  "I'm ready to get started."

"You're sure?  Once we start, the only way for you to stop the test is to admit defeat."

"I'm sure."

"One last thing, before I begin."  Olissa looked up to face him.  "Though it may not seem like it over the next few days, I love you dearly."

"I love you, too, David," Olissa said quietly.

"And that is the last time you are allowed to call me by my name until the test is over.  From this point forward, my name is Master.  You will use no other names to refer to me.  Do you understand?"

"Yes, Master," Olissa replied immediately.

David pulled out his wand and tapped one of the posts.  Olissa was suddenly surrounded by a dim energy field.  It was hard to make out, but she could see it.  Her attention was distracted, however, as David made a sweeping upward motion with his hands.  Olissa was suddenly floating a foot off the floor.

David made another motion, and Olissa's limbs were forced to move.  She was quickly maneuvered into a somewhat embarrassing position.  Her legs were bent so that her calves were parallel to the floor.  Her knees were spread as wide as she could go.  Her hands were behind her head, and her chest was pushed forward.  It was as if she were kneeling on the floor, except that the floor was several feet below her.

"This is your position," David told her.  "You will spend most of your test period in this position.  The magical field that is holding you in place will prevent you from cramping, but it will not keep you from growing stiff or sore.  The discomfort is a sign of things to come.  The bondage is a symbol of the slavery you're asking to endure.  You want to be bound to me... first you must be bound by me.  Do you have any questions?"

"No, Master," Olissa replied.

"Good.  I'm going to leave you like this for a little while.  Rest assured, I'll be back to check on you soon."

David left the room, and Olissa looked around.  There was nothing for her to do, nothing she could do.  She couldn't move anything more than to wiggle her fingers and toes.  She was alone with her thoughts, and those began to ask questions like, What is he going to do to me? and Will I be able to endure his test?

Meanwhile, downstairs, David worked on a new potion.



 David had set a timer, so that he would not get so absorbed in his potion that he forgot about Olissa.  He returned to the bedroom to find her, as expected, in the exact same position he'd left her in.

"Comfortable?" he asked.

"No," she replied honestly.

David nodded.  "You are about to become less so."

David turned to a trunk he had set on the bed earlier.  He opened it and withdrew a rod.  He took the rod and inserted one end into a hole in one of the poles that was nearest the bed.  He then twisted the rod, and it extended until it reached the other pole near the bed.  It inserted itself into a hole there.  It now reached across at just below chest height.

David made a motion with his wand, and Olissa was soon standing on the floor.  She was a bit surprised she was able to stand up so readily.

"Lean forward from where you're standing and grab the bar... no, you'd better take a step forward first."

Olissa did as ordered, and she was now bent over, her arms outstretched, holding onto the rod.

"Spread your legs slightly, but not so much as to throw off your balance."

Olissa did so, wondering if he was going to have sex with her now.  She would love that.

Unfortunately for her, that was not what David had in mind.  He leaned against the bedpost and looked at her for a moment.  Finally, he spoke.

"By your own admission, for the last five years, you've been lying to me.  Correct?"

"Yes, Master," Olissa said quietly.

"I have to admit that, while I understand why you felt the need to do so, it rather irks me that you did that.  As my servant, you are never, ever to lie to me again.  Do you understand?"

"Yes, Master."

"What is about to happen is a punishment for the lies you have told me previously.  It is also a warning of what will happen in the future, should you ever lie to me, or omit important information."

David turned to the trunk and withdrew a paddle.  It was wooden, but lined with material to soften its edges.

"During each day of your test, you will be punished for your lies.  The reason for this repetition, and my focus on it, is that I must be able to trust you completely.  I need to feel as though you are an extension of my will.  As such, I cannot have doubts about what you tell me."

David moved into the square, standing behind her.  She turned to look at him.

"Eyes front!" he snapped.

Olissa immediately turned her head back forward and down slightly.  "Sorry, Master."

"It's okay, I didn't tell you beforehand.  Are you ready to take your punishment?"

"Yes, Master."

David rolled the paddle in his hand.  He wasn't comfortable with what he was doing.  He knew that, by the time he was done with this, Olissa was going to be in considerable pain.  He had to reassure himself that this was necessary.  If she could tolerate what he had planned, then he could be fairly assured that she would be able to cope with whatever his life would throw at her.  Better to find out now if she couldn't, while he was in a position to help her recover from it.

Firming up his grip on the paddle, he held it a short distance away from her butt cheek, and swung it.  It made a loud smack as it contacted her cheek, and her body jerked at the pain.

That's one, he said to himself.

He held the paddle at the same distance from her behind, and swung to hit the other cheek.  Her body jerked again.

That's two.

As David continued his paddling, his arm moved further away from her ass, until he was getting the power he wanted.  He dared not use more, for fear of hurting her, but he wanted her bottom to be fiery when he was finished.

By the time he'd reached the tenth stroke, Olissa was crying openly.  He had to shut that out of his mind.  By the fifteenth stroke, she was yelping with each hit of the paddle.  Her cries grew louder as David continued.

Finally, David reached thirty.  He held his hand six inches from her behind, and he could feel the heat coming off it.

David walked over to the trunk and put the paddle back inside of it.

"Stand up straight," he told Olissa.  She did so, but was a bit wobbly on her legs.  She tried to stand at attention, but David could see the wincing on her face.

"You don't need to close your legs if that's uncomfortable," David told her.  "Your physical needs are still important."

"Thank you, Master," she said, and let her legs slide a short way apart.

David twisted the horizontal bar, removing it and putting it back in the trunk.  He then approached Olissa.  He ran his hand along her tear-stained cheek, and then he leaned in and kissed her.

"Learn this lesson well," he told her quietly after he broke the kiss.  "This is one thing you can do to make me really mad at you."

"Yes, Master."

David stepped back and then he made a motion with his hand.  Olissa's body suddenly moved back into her position.  With David as close as he still was, her nipples were nearly brushing his chest.

David took one hand and squeezed her tit, rubbing his thumb over her nipple.

"Don't you worry, there will be some playtime during the next few days.  Of course, I'm not sure if you'll enjoy it as much as I will.  For now, I'll give you some time to recover from your punishment.  I'll be back in a little while."

After leaning down and kissing her nipple, David left the room again.  His potion wasn't finished yet, after all.



When David returned to the room, he saw that Olissa looked decidedly uncomfortable.

"Is there a problem?" he asked seriously.

"I really need to use the bathroom, Master," Olissa told him.

"Ah," David said, motioning with a finger for her to wait a second.  He wiggled his finger, and she moved lower in the field that was holding her.  David then went into the sitting room.  He came back with a bucket.

Placing it beneath her, making sure it lined up with her groin, he stepped back.  "For the duration of this test, that will be your bathroom."

Olissa looked mortified.  "You can't be serious.  Come on, David, at least-"

"What did you call me?" David demanded, interrupting her.

Olissa blanched.  "I'm sorry!  Master!  Please, at least allow me to use the bathroom, Master."

"No.  You haven't earned the right to use the bathroom yet.  And for your little... slip... I am adding an extra day to your test.  I'd advise not making that particular mistake too many times.  We do have to be back to school in a couple weeks.

"The point of this is to remind you that you have nothing that you can hide from me.  As my servant, it is my right to witness and experience every part of your life, your body, your experiences.  As my property, even your waste belongs to me, and you will put it where I tell you to put it."

"Yes, Master," Olissa said, bowing her head in understanding.

David leaned against the bedpost, watching her.  For over a minute, nothing happened.  "I thought you said you had to go to the bathroom."

"I'm embarrassed, Master.  It is making it difficult to relax enough to go."

"Ah.  Well, that's not my problem.  You have another five minutes to use the bucket.  After that, I will remove it, and you will have to wait until I decide to put it back.  If you make a mess on my floor, there will be hell to pay."

"Yes, Master," Olissa acknowledged.  Finally, after another long moment, Olissa was able to urinate.  The sound of it hitting the bottom of the bucket was loud in the room, and David could tell her cheeks were burning in humiliation.

Once she'd finished peeing, David asked, "Are you done?"

"Um... no, Master, I have to..."

"Say it," David demanded.

"I have to shit as well," she finished.

"Good girl," David replied.  Strangely, his praise allowed her to relax enough that she was able to defecate readily.  The plop of her shit hitting the piss in the bottom of the bucket, however, made both of them a little queasy.

"I'm finished, Master," she said.

David nodded, and then went into the bathroom.  He came back with a roll of toilet paper. 

As he was taking some off the roll, Olissa asked, "Master, I can't move my hands.  How will I wipe?"

"You won't," David replied.

Olissa was truly mortified at exactly what that meant.  "Master, you can't... I mean, that's not a task you should have to do..."

"And normally I won't, obviously.  There's a point to be made here.  Even your dirtiest, nastiest, ugliest secrets must be open to me.  Also, you need to understand that, as my servant, your welfare will depend entirely upon me and my whims.  If I chose not to clean you now, you would sit there with a dirty ass until I relented."

"Yes, Master."

"Now, how sore is your ass from earlier?"

"It still hurts quite a bit, Master."

David nodded.  "I will attempt to be as gentle as I can, but obviously, I will have to touch your butt."

David wiped Olissa clean, dropping the toilet paper in the bucket.  Finally he was finished wiping her, and he took the bucket into the bathroom.  He used the shower to add some water to the bucket, then dumped the whole mess into the toilet.  He certainly didn't want it sitting around stinking up the house.

With that done, David returned to the bedroom.

"For my generosity in allowing you to take care of your bodily needs, I think it is high time you took care of one of mine," David informed her.  He twirled his finger, and Olissa suddenly spun in the air until she was staring up at the ceiling.  He made another gesture and her arms moved so they were resting along her sides.  Her head tilted backward as far as it would go, forced by the collar around her neck.

"Open your mouth," David told her.

Olissa complied immediately.  She was staring at the closet door, and the next time she saw David, all she could see of him were bare legs.  She felt the head of his cock slide into her open mouth.

"Suck me," he ordered.

Olissa sealed her mouth around David's cock and she applied light suction.  David provided the movement, which was good, because she couldn't move in the slightest, except her tongue, which she slipped back and forth across his shaft as he fucked her mouth with it.

David rocked his hips back and forth, thrusting deep into Olissa's mouth.  He reached forward and took both of her nipples in his fingers, pinching them strongly.  He felt Olissa scream around his cock in surprise and, no doubt, a bit of pain.

David knew he wasn't going to last long.  He sped up his thrusts, jamming his cock into the back of her mouth, causing her to gag.  In another moment, his cum burst from his cock, filling her mouth.  Olissa struggled to swallow; she didn't want any of his essence to leak out her mouth.

David pulled out as soon as he was coherent enough to do so.  He stepped back and rested against the closet door.  He twirled his hand in a specific gesture which returned Olissa to her position.  He could still see a bit of redness on her ass cheeks, despite it having been a couple hours and her having darker skin.

Unable to help himself, David leaned forward and very lightly ran his hand across her ass.  She gasped in surprise and a bit of discomfort.

David walked back around to face Olissa.  "Did you enjoy that?" he asked.

"Yes, Master," she replied honestly and with enthusiasm.  "Are you going to fuck me now?" she asked.

"No, I'm good," David said nonchalantly.  He then stared her in the eye.  "I will fuck you when I feel the need to fuck you, and not before.  Do you understand?"

"Yes, Master," she replied firmly.

"Good.  I'll let you rest for now.  I need to go finish up what I was doing."

As David put his pants back on and left the room, Olissa slid her tongue around her mouth.  She could still taste his jism, and she reveled in it.  She'd hoped he was going to fuck her, but then again, as sore as her ass was, it might not have been the best of ideas.  The ache between her legs, however, was not caused by her position.



It wasn't very long before David came back to the room.  He had a tray with him.  On it was a bowl of soup and a sandwich.

"It's lunch time," he told her.  "And yes, I will be feeding you.  Again, you are dependent upon me.  I could let you starve for the duration of this test.  As your owner, that would be my right.  Should you not perform well during this test, I will withhold food from you as a punishment.  Do you understand?"

"Yes, Master.  Master... why isn't there any food there for you?"

"Because I've already eaten.  My needs must always come before yours, if you are to be my slave.  Therefore, I made sure I was fed before I even considered making you lunch."

Olissa nodded in understanding.

David started with the sandwich, holding it so that she could bite it.  All she could do was open her mouth and let him position it so she could take a bite; she still couldn't move her head.

With the sandwich finished, David brought the soup over.  He had not put it in a bowl, but rather a wide-mouthed mug, to make it less likely to spill.

"I've not made this terribly hot, just in case we spill some," he told her.  "I don't want to burn you."

"Thank you, Master," Olissa replied.

The feeding took a few minutes, but soon the soup was gone.

"Are you full?" he asked.

"I would honestly like a little more food, Master."

"Well, you're not going to get it," David replied.  "Although I am going to stuff a bit of sausage into you."

Olissa smiled as David got undressed.  His dick was already hard.  Approaching her, he could see the wetness seeping down her leg.  There was actually a stain of it on the floor.

"This turns you on?" David asked.

"You turn me on, Master," she told him.  "Thinking about you having your way with me turns me on a lot."

"Hmm," David replied, then took hold of her.  He moved her with his hands, the rings not resisting him at all.  He didn't change her posture except to spread her legs wider.  He did lower her slightly and tilt her backward, however.  He then moved in and pressed the head of his cock to her opening.

"Oh, god, Master," Olissa said as he slid into her.  "That feels so wonderful."

David grabbed her hips and immediately started to thrust.  He pounded her pussy for long minutes, until finally, with a loud grunt, he blasted his load deep into her.  His hips jerked as he came, thrusting into her strongly for a while, until he finally came down from his high.

Slowly, he pulled out of Olissa and stepped back.  He made the appropriate gesture, and she was soon back in her position, floating upright.

David cleaned himself off in the bathroom, then came back to the bedroom to dress.

"Since I know you're wondering about it, though you're smart enough not to ask, you will have an orgasm when I think you've earned one.  Until then, I will use you to relieve myself as necessary.

"I'll be back later."

As David left, Olissa groaned in frustration.  While she hadn't been right on the edge of orgasm, she knew it hadn't been too far away.  She was hornier now than she could ever remember being.

Oh, god, I hope I earn an orgasm soon...



Olissa did not, in fact, have an orgasm that day, though David had fucked her at least five more times.  She'd had to use the bathroom bucket a few times, as well, which was humiliating, but completely necessary in her current state.

By the time David went to bed, Olissa was thoroughly exhausted.  She had been asleep the last time David had come in, but he'd woken her up to make her suck him off again.  He had then gone to bed himself.  She had struggled back to sleep, as she knew he would be awake again in just four hours.

David did arise four hours later, but he had no intention of waking Olissa.  He knew that she needed her rest to endure this test properly.  He didn't want her surrendering because she was simply too exhausted to cope.  If she was going to give up, he wanted it to be because she understood that she wasn't up to handling the hell she was asking for.

While he waited for it to be late enough to rouse her, he went downstairs and worked on his potion some more.  The potion had nothing to do with the test, but since he had to occupy his non-test time with something, he had decided to make headway on his Level 1 potions mastery application.  He needed only two more potions, so if the one he was making now worked out, he'd only have one left to go.

Finally, when he felt it was late enough, he went to the kitchen and made some breakfast.  He didn't bother with his own, as he just wasn't in the mood.  Olissa, however, would need her strength.  Though he had threatened to withhold food from her, it was the very last thing he would do at this point.

David set the food tray on the night table, and then went into the bathroom to retrieve the infamous bucket.  He put it in position before touching Olissa.

David considered whether to wake her gently or cruelly.  Part of the test experience was whipsawing Olissa back and forth between positive and negative experiences.  Breakfast would be a mostly positive experience, so he decided her wake-up needed to be harsh.

Reaching out, David took Olissa's nipple in his fingers.  He pulled on it, stretching it away from her breast, and then pinched and twisted at the same time.

Olissa's eyes shot open and she cried out in pain.

"Good morning," David said.

"Good morning... Master," Olissa said.  David had heard the very beginnings of his name, but she had been able to catch herself before saying it.  He smiled at her.

"Your bucket is already in place.  Go ahead and take care of things," he told her.  He went over and pulled open the blinds covering the french doors as she took care of business.  He'd kept the blinds closed the day before, but in order for today's tasks to take place, he needed the extra light.

Breakfast went smoothly, and David set the dishes aside.  He turned back to the trunk, which now sat on the floor, and he retrieved the crossbar again.  He put it in place, and then he lowered Olissa to a standing position.

"Assume the position from yesterday," David told her.

Olissa's legs were a little shaky, but she managed to take the required pose, her arms stretched out in front of her, her head up and facing forward, her legs slightly apart.

David retrieved the paddle from the trunk.

"Nervous?" he asked.

"No, Master," she replied.  "Just unhappy."

"Oh?  Upset that your master is punishing you?"

"No, Master.  Unhappy that I made it necessary.  And... to be honest, Master, I'm not exactly looking forward to the experience."

David smiled at that.

"You are to receive the same punishment as yesterday, but there is an additional burden for you.  You are to endure this punishment in silence.  There will be times in your life as my servant where you may be forced by me to do some very unpleasant things, and I won't want to hear your complaints.  For every time you cry out during this punishment, I will add on two extra swats of the paddle, one for each cheek.  Do you understand?"

"Yes, Master," Olissa said, her voice shaking.

"I will give you a moment to compose yourself and prepare for the first strike."

"Thank you, Master," she replied.

After a count of twenty, David said, "And now we begin."

David didn't start off with the short strokes he'd used the day before.  He had learned exactly where his "sweet spot" was, to get the exact amount of force he intended to use.

With the first strike, Olissa jolted, and he could see that she was biting her lip to prevent herself from crying out more in surprise than anything else.  He didn't object to that; he'd only told her she had to be silent, not how she had to pull that off.

David continued to deliver his strokes, alternating between ass cheeks.  On her twenty-first strike, Olissa slipped and let a squeak leave her throat.

"That's two additional strokes," David said calmly.  There was no anger in this for David, no real malice.  He was doing what he felt he had to do in order to prove a point.  He just wasn't sure whether he was proving a point to her, or to himself.  Only time would answer that.

On strokes twenty-six and twenty-eight, Olissa slipped again, and cried out even louder than the first time.  David calmly informed her of her added punishment.

Olissa made no more noises as David continued.  He had reduced the distance of his swats, because he knew that the shorter distance would now hurt the same, since her ass was already so sensitive.  As he delivered stroke number thirty-six, he saw Olissa struggling to hold herself together.

"And we're finished," he told her.

Olissa let out a huge breath, accompanied by a groan of discomfort.  David returned the paddle to its place in the trunk, and then moved around behind Olissa, so that she could not see him.

"You did well," David told her.  "I had expected us to make it all the way to fifty."

"Thank you, Master.  I'm sorry I cried out at all.  I tried to do as you told me to."

"I know."

David quietly slipped off his clothes and stepped up behind Olissa.  He ran his hands ever so gently across her ass, and she flinched, and then groaned at the discomfort.

Bending over, David ran his fingers gently across Olissa's pussy.  Though she was not as wet as she had been after lunch the previous day, there was some moisture there.  The presence of his gentle touch was quickly causing more, and she was soon fully lubricated and ready for anything he might want to do.

David stepped up close, lined his dick up with her opening, and pressed into her.  Olissa moaned deeply, until David's hips came to rest against her ass.  She then gasped and tried to jump.  She couldn't, of course, because of the bondage rings on her body.

David gripped her hips for leverage, and he began to slowly fuck her.  He knew that this would be a mix of pleasure and pain for Olissa, and he didn't want to push the pain too much.  His strokes remained smooth and steady, but gradually began to pick up speed.  Finally he was fucking her at full speed, working hard not to slap into her ass with each stroke.  His cum sprayed from his dick, filling her up with his spunk.  He pulled out of her and then stepped back.

After cleanup and redressing, David returned to face Olissa.

"How badly did that hurt?" he asked.

"It..." she said, then hesitated.

"What?" David demanded.

"I'm not sure which way to answer you, Master.  On the one hand, you told me to always tell you the truth.  On the other hand, you told me not to complain."

"If I ask you a question, the answer to that question, no matter how unhappy or negative, cannot be a complaint.  It is the truthful information that I am then seeking."

"It was very uncomfortable, Master.  It was like someone slapping a sunburn, over and over again."

"Thank you for your honesty.  Sometimes, you might not enjoy sex with me.  It is possible, if my darker nature takes hold, that you will never enjoy sex with me.  Yet you are committing yourself to that possibility."

"Yes, Master," Olissa agreed.

"Why?"

"Because, Master, I don't expect it to happen, and I'm willing to take the chance."

"Hmph.  Stand up.  You may stand as you need to in order to be as comfortable as you can be."

Olissa stood up, her legs apart slightly, as she had been the day before.  David proceeded to remove the crossbar, and then he gestured, moving her back into her position.  This was actually something of a relief to her; with her legs spread as they were, her ass cheeks didn't touch each other, and there was less chance of them rubbing and causing discomfort.

Discomfort was going to come from another quarter, however.  David pulled something out of the trunk, and turned back to Olissa.  He stepped up close to her, the item held in his hand, which was kept low, so she couldn't see it.

Leaning over slightly, David licked and sucked on Olissa's nipples, getting them good and hard.  Once that was done, he took the nipple clamp he'd been hiding in his hand and attached it to her right nipple.  He screwed it down so that it was tight on her nipple, causing her to gasp in pain.

David did the same thing to her other nipple, eliciting another gasp from her.  There was a chain between the clamps, but it was long enough that it was not pulling on the clamps.  Olissa was thankful for that.

"This is another exercise in discomfort and prolonged pain and suffering.  I will be back later to remove the clamps.  Don't be looking forward to that too much.  I'm told it hurts more removing them than it does putting up with them in place."

Olissa grimaced, but said nothing.  David leaned in and gave her a kiss, then he left the room, taking the breakfast dishes with him.

Olissa squirmed as much as she could, trying to find a way to be comfortable, but at this point, there was simply no comfort to be had.  Her ass was on fire from her paddling, her pussy was dripping cum and her juices down her legs, and her nipples were screaming from the clamps.  Tears appeared at the corners of her eyes, but she squeezed her eyes tightly shut, fighting them off.

I have to do this, she told herself.  I have to.



 David came in twice more that morning.  Each time he arrived, he would remove the nipple clamps.  The first time he did that, Olissa sighed at first, but then the pain hit, and she cried out in shock.  David licked her nipples that first time, making them feel very nice by the time he was done.

Each time he came in, he did something with her sexually.  She had blown him the first time, and he had fucked her again the second time.  Still, she had not had an orgasm.  Her sexual frustration level was rising to the point of agony.

David put the nipple clamps back on her each time before he would leave.  She knew her nipples would eventually go numb from the pressure, but it hurt like hell when he first put them on.  And now that she knew what it would feel like when they came off, she dreaded that even more.

David fed her lunch as he had the day before, and he played with her tits, but he didn't fuck her.  He told her there was going to be a special session in the afternoon, and he didn't want to wear her out too early.  She then got to spend the next hour and a half worrying over just exactly what "special session" meant.

The next time David came to the bedroom, he first removed her nipple clamps and then allowed her to use her bucket.  With that done and her privates cleaned up, he stepped up to face her.

"Are you ready for our special session?"

"Yes, Master."

"Was that a lie?" David asked.  He'd heard the quaver in her voice.

"No, Master.  I'm ready to do whatever you tell me to.  I'm just a bit nervous about what it's going to be."

"Fair enough," David said.  He walked over to the bedroom door and opened it.  He motioned with his hand, and Olissa blushed fiercely as six men came into the room.  They all leered at her with grins on their faces.

David closed the door, and then he went and grabbed the chair that was in the room.  He moved it behind Olissa, but didn't yet sit down in it.  He turned to the others in the room.

"Good afternoon, gentlemen.  You've all come to watch our young lady here have a little fun.  Please feel free to pleasure yourselves while you observe.  I have provided you with hand towels, so please don't make a mess all over my floor."

Two of the men, Olissa saw, already had their cocks out and were stroking them.  The others were rubbing their groins through their clothes.  David now moved behind Olissa and pulled her downward so that she was floating at the height he wanted her.

David reached around and began to gently play with Olissa's tits.  She closed her eyes, trying to forget that others were watching her and just enjoy the feel of David's hands.

"No," David said quietly.  "Open your eyes.  I want you to watch them watching you.  See how you turn them on?"

Olissa groaned, but she did as her master said.  She could see that all of them had their hands actually on their cocks now.  As David began to rub his fingers over her nipples, she shivered.  The mix of the wonderful feelings David was giving her, plus the embarrassment of someone else seeing her this way was keeping her off balance.  While she was aroused, she couldn't sink into the sensations.

David eventually slid his hand off her breast and moved it across her stomach and down to her crotch.  His finger slid deep into her pussy, and she moaned at the feel of that, but he was merely getting it lubricated.  He now began to work his finger very slowly over her clit.

Olissa had to struggle to keep her eyes open.  This felt good enough that she just wanted to submerge herself in the pleasure.  She also knew that, at this pace, it would take forever for her to come, if she was ever able to get there.

She heard a loud grunt, and she saw that one of the men before her was obviously coming into his hand towel.  She blushed at that; he'd actually brought himself off watching her get played with.  Two others looked like they were pretty close, as well.

As David continued to toy with her clit and her nipple, one of the guys finally said, "Dammit, man, I can't take this anymore!  Let me fuck her!"

David frowned and said, "I don't know about that..."

Olissa was terrified.  David had not rejected the idea out of hand, which meant that he might be talked into it.  She didn't want anyone other than him now.

"C'mon, man.  I'm clean.  I'll give you a thousand granas."

"That's an awful lot of money.  You sure you're planning on just sex?"

"Won't even come inside her!  Promise!  C'mon, I'm about ready to explode!"

David hesitated for a long moment, during which Olissa was quaking in fear.

Finally, David said, "Sorry.  This one's mine, and I'm not quite ready to share her yet.  Tell you what I will do, though,"

David pulled Olissa backward as he stepped toward the chair.  He whispered into her ear, "How sore is your ass?"

"Not too bad, Master.  It aches, but I'm okay."

David nodded, then turned back to the men.  "I won't let you fuck her.  But I'll let you watch me doing her."

David removed his clothes, and then sat down on the chair.  He pulled Olissa down until she was floating above him.  He shifted so that there was good positioning, and then he pulled her down with one hand as he held his cock upright with the other.  Once she was pressing down against his shaft, he put both hands on her hips and pushed downward, impaling her on his rod.

"Oh, god, yes, Master, fuck me!" Olissa cried out.

One of the men came from that alone.

David used his hands to move Olissa up and down within the bondage field.  She was essentially weightless to him, the field holding her in whatever position he put her in.  He rocked his hips, slamming up into her as he pulled her down into him.

They both saw and heard the guy who had asked to fuck her finally coming very loudly.  David then sped up his own thrusts until he sent himself over the edge, filling up Olissa's pussy with his jism.  He slumped back on the chair while Olissa continued to ripple her pussy muscles on his cock.  She hoped that she could get him hard again, so he'd fuck her to orgasm.

"I know what you're trying to do," he told her quietly.  "It's not going to work.  I told you, you'll have an orgasm when I think you've earned it."

David shoved Olissa off his cock, and she floated upwards and forwards, to roughly the middle of the bondage field.  He rose and went to the bathroom to get a towel of his own.  After he was cleaned and redressed, he noticed that all the men had come.

"Thank you, gentlemen.  That ends our show for the day.  I hope you enjoyed yourselves.  Don't bother spreading word of this show; all other viewings are booked."

David ushered the men out of the room, and was then gone for a while.  Olissa assumed he was showing them to the door.

David finally came back to Olissa, moving her back into her proper spot.

"How do you feel?" he asked.

"Horny as all hell... Master," she replied, almost forgetting his title.

David nodded.  "That cannot be helped.  Do you understand the purpose of this exercise?"

"Not entirely, Master.  I think you want me to understand that you can do with me whatever you like, but I'm not sure that was the whole message."

"I also want you to realize what it's going to be like having other people know about your position.  If you are introduced as a slave, that's going to carry with it certain ideas and prejudices, and you will have to face them."

"Yes, Master, I know."

David went over to the French doors.  "We don't need these open now.  I wanted the extra light so they could see."  As David closed the blinds, he said, "The one who asked to have sex with you.  If I had agreed, would you have done it?"

"Yes, Master... but I would have been very unhappy."

"Why?" he asked, not surprised that she would be unhappy, but wanting her to articulate the exact reason.

"Master, I'm yours, not some random guy's.  I don't ever want to have sex with anyone but you."

"But if I tell you to..."

"Yes, Master, I understand that.  That is why I would have done it.  I simply would not have enjoyed it."

David stepped close to her, and wrapped one arm around her, pulling her to him possessively.  He kissed her strongly, forcing his tongue into her mouth.  She gladly accepted that for as long as he kissed her.

Finally David broke their kiss and moved back.  "As a reward for your... kind words concerning me, I will forego the nipple clamps during this rest period."

"Thank you very much, Master."

David grinned at her.  He then gave her another, brief kiss and left the room.

Olissa groaned.  She had been embarrassed, frightened, and highly aroused by the session, and now she was left without even the ability to pleasure herself.

Goddammit, come back here and fuck me!



David did, in fact, come back and fuck her several more times that day, but never to orgasm.  She fell asleep that night highly frustrated and even a bit angry.  She didn't dare let that show, however.

David left early the next morning, long before Olissa awoke.  He had to retrieve another participant in his little test.

"Good morning, David," Sam said as she climbed into his glidecar and gave him a warm kiss.  "How are you today?"

"I'm fine, Sam.  Are you sure you're comfortable doing this?"

"Does the someone watching know who I am?"

"Yes, you've met them before.  I can't tell you who it is, at least for now.  That would violate a trust.  Does that make a difference?"

"Well... yes and no.  If I don't know who it is, then I won't feel embarrassed when I meet them later.  On the other hand, they'll know, and it could be awkward."

"I'm sure I'll be able to tell you who it is in a few days."

"Okay."

They chatted about various things on their way back to David's house.  He made her breakfast, and they just relaxed, waiting for the time when Olissa would be awake.

Finally, David excused himself from Sam and went upstairs.

"Good morning," David said.  Olissa was already awake, though she looked a bit haggard.  "Did you not sleep well?"

"No, Master.  Unpleasant dreams."

"I'm sorry about that.  Were they due to the test?"

"Yes, Master."

David nodded.  They went through her morning routine, and then David had her stand.

"You'll need to support your own weight fully.  I am going to temporarily shut off the bondage field."

Olissa nodded, and David kept a close eye on her while he turned off the field.  She wobbled slightly, but kept herself upright.

"Are we done, Master?"

"Not hardly.  I merely need to move the poles."

David went and opened the closet door.  He had earlier cleared out a space in the huge closet, and now he moved the four poles so that they encompassed that space.  He brought Olissa into the closet, and then reenacted the field.  With a gesture, she was quickly in position again.

"I will tell you now that, though it isn't happening now, your paddling will happen.  I have postponed it for my own reasons."

"Yes, Master."

"Now, I have moved you into the closet so that you will not be seen.  I am going to have sex with someone in the bedroom, and you are going to have to endure that experience."

"Master, I've already done that."

"Excuse me?"

"When you took Flo and me down to your house in Florida, I often stood outside your bedroom door to listen to you having sex with her.  I needed to know for myself if I could deal with knowing about your other relationships so... directly."

"Interesting," David said.  "Thank you for telling me that.  However, today you will not be just listening.  You will be watching."

"If you leave the closet door open, Master, won't she be able to see me?"

"No.  I am going to cast an illusion over the doorway, so that it will appear to be closed.  You will, however, need to be silent."

"Of course, Master."

"Oh, I don't want to depend on your willpower for that," David said.  He walked out of the closet to the trunk where all his other tools were.  He pulled something out of it and walked back to her.  "Open your mouth," he told her.

Olissa opened her mouth as wide as she could, and David slipped a red rubber ball into it.  He fastened the straps of the gag around her head, and tightened it down until it would not shift.

"Is that painful?" he asked.  She shook her head negatively.

David reached out and quickly pinched her nipple, very hard.  Olissa screamed in pain, but the gag let only the tiniest whisper of noise out.  Just enough to let him know she had actually tried to make noise.

"This is a magical gag.  Its size is mainly for the feel of being gagged.  It absorbs all sound from its wearer.  As you just heard, you can scream your head off with this on, and no one will hear you from two feet away.  If you feel the need to groan, moan, or scream in frustration... go ahead.  Also, you are ordered to watch the entire experience."

David waved his wand and cast a spell.  A small orb appeared above Olissa's head, right in front of her.

"This ball will keep track of your eyes.  It will tell me, afterward, if you closed your eyes or if you looked too far left or right.  Of course you can't turn your head, so I don't have to worry about that.  Do you understand what is expected of you?"

Olissa nodded.

"Just to be clear, you are allowed to blink.  You just can't close your eyes to avoid seeing what's going on."

Olissa nodded again.

"Very good.  Oh.  I will give you breakfast after this session is over.  I didn't want you to worry about going hungry."

David stepped back and then enacted the illusion charm on the closet door.  Olissa couldn't see any change, which made her feel a little nervous, but David seemed satisfied, and he left the room.



"I have to admit, this is a weird mix for me.  It's going to feel weird having an audience... yet also, I feel strangely excited."

David smiled at Sam.  "Sometimes I think there's a closet exhibitionist in all of us."

Sam chuckled.  "Maybe.  Is there some kind of script or pattern you want us to follow?"

"No.  I want you to enjoy yourself.  Do whatever you want.  The only thing is, for visual purposes, we need to lie on the bed sideways, so our observer can actually see what's going on."

Sam nodded.  She slid over on the couch toward him and kissed him hotly.  "Are we going to start soon?" she asked.

"Whenever you like," he confirmed.

"Let's go."

They were in the sitting room, and so it wasn't exactly a long walk to get to the bedroom.  They opened the door and Sam walked over to the bed while David closed the door.

"I thought we had an observer," she said to him after looking around.

"I felt it would be a little weird if she was actually visibly in the room.  She's here, you just can't see or hear her."

"I see," Sam said.

"Now, stop worrying about her, and come here."

David pulled Sam to him and kissed her passionately, his tongue sliding into her mouth.  Sam participated eagerly, and in fact started to remove her own clothes while they kissed.  David let her, rather than try to interfere.  He decided to drop his own pants and briefs, but he couldn't take off his shirt without breaking their kiss, and he wasn't ready to do that yet.

Once Sam was nude, she could feel David's hard cock pressing against her leg.  She reached down and stroked that for a few moments, then broke their kiss.  She knelt before him, and he closed his eyes as her mouth engulfed his cock.  Her lips stayed tight to his shaft as her head bobbed on him.

In the closet, Olissa watched.  She knew she had to, but she doubted that she could look away even without David's orders.  Her own heat was rising fast, and so was her frustration, as she couldn't do a damned thing about her arousal.  She moaned into her gag, but no sound escaped.

Back in the bedroom, David was right on the edge of climax.  Sam reached up and fondled his balls, and that was all it took.  David grunted a warning, then blasted her mouth with a load of cum.  She swallowed all of it, licking his shaft to make sure she got every last drop before letting him go.

David pulled her to her feet, and she realized he'd removed his shirt while she'd been blowing him.  She'd been too focused on her task to notice.  David pushed her down onto the bed, and then scooted her up onto it further.  He knelt between her legs and began to eat her out with enthusiasm.

Sam was quickly squirming beneath him, her hands tangling in his hair to encourage him to keep up what he was doing.  He had no intention of stopping, and when his tongue slipped against her clit, Sam cried out in pleasure.  He continued to assault her clit, and soon she was screaming out his name, her body racked with spasms.

Olissa could almost imagine how good David's tongue would have felt against her own pussy, and she knew that she was probably making a puddle on the floor of the closet.  She could feel it coating her thighs.  She growled in aggravation at her condition.

David was now sliding his dick deep into Sam's pussy.  She groaned at the sensation, and she cried out in joy as he began to thrust into her.  She muttered encouragements to him as he fucked her, pushing her higher and higher toward her climax.  When she came, she screamed out again.

David waited only a short time for Sam to come down enough to continue.  He shifted her so that she was on her side, and he slid his dick into her again, holding her leg up against his chest.  Because she was so intensely aroused already, she came again in less than a minute.

David leaned down and kissed his lover.  He quietly asked her, "You want to finish this off right?"

"Oh, god, yes," Sam moaned.

David pulled out of her, and Sam was quickly up on all fours.  David cast the charm, and then, without much in the way of fanfare, he slid his cock deep into Sam's ass.  The two had done this together frequently enough that she could relax almost instantly, not afraid of him hurting her at all.

David set up a rhythm immediately, stroking in and out of Sam's ass at a fast pace.  He occasionally smacked her ass cheeks, causing her to squeak and shudder.  It wasn't too long before Sam was once more on the verge of a massive climax.

"Oh, god, David, I'm gonna come again!"

"Me, too," he grunted.  He thrust even faster into her, and when her orgasm started, he slammed his hips against her ass and let his own go, his cum blasting into her ass.  Sam screamed and cried, her body shuddering as the orgasm washed over her.  David reached down and wrapped his arms around her, his hands cupping her breasts.  He held her against him as she continued to writhe and quiver.

After a long moment, Sam finally started to settle.  He let his cock slip out of her, and she slowly collapsed to the bed, exhausted.  David slid down onto the bed next to her, just caressing her side.  He stared right at the closet door, where he knew that Olissa had been watching.

Olissa had tears in her eyes.  She wasn't crying from betrayal; she didn't see it as one.  She was crying out of sheer sexual frustration.  She needed to feel David inside of her.  She needed to feel his tongue licking any part of her.  She wanted him pressed against her... but he was there, with that other woman, who was far prettier than her and, at least at the moment, had him.  She didn't begrudge Sam the orgasms she'd just experienced, she just wanted some of her own.

Once Sam awoke from her bliss-induced nap, David ushered her into the bathroom.  He told her he would join her in a minute, but he needed to deal with Olissa first.

David stepped through the illusory closet door, to see the tears in Olissa's eyes.  He carefully removed her gag.

"Was this that upsetting to you?" he asked with concern.

"Master, I need you to fuck me!" Olissa almost screamed.

"I can't right now," David said.  "I'm a bit tired.  In any case, it would be rude of me to be having sex with a mere slave while I have a guest in the house, now wouldn't it?"

Olissa bowed her head.  "Yes, Master, it would."

"I'm glad you understand.  I'll be back after we shower, to give you your breakfast."

"Yes, Master."



 David left Olissa in the closet as he fed her breakfast.  Once he was done with that, he brought several towels into the closet and set them on the floor.  David noticed, but said nothing about, the wet spot beneath Olissa.

When David brought in a tray table and a bowl of water, Olissa couldn't keep quiet.

"What are you doing, Master?"

"Bathing you.  You've been here for two full days now, and you're a bit... well, let's just say you're in need of cleaning."

David took out a sponge and plunged it into the bowl, then wrung it out and started to wipe Olissa's body.  He started with her face and worked his way down, keeping his movements gentle, but more clinical than arousing.  Not that Olissa needed any help in the arousal department at this point.  Had she been able to move, she might very well have tackled David to get at his cock.

David made no mention of sex as he worked, however.  He didn't comment on her wetness, nor the obvious smell of arousal permeating the closet.  He merely performed his task.  Once he was finished, he took the sponge, bowl, and tray out of the closet, back into the bathroom where they had been.

On his way back to the closet, David retrieved the nipple clamps, plus one other item.

As David entered the closet, Olissa asked, "Master, are you not going to move me back out into the main bedroom?"

"You're making assumptions," David told her.  "Never assume you know what your master is up to until he tells you."

"Yes, Master.  I'm sorry."

David applied the nipple clamps to her breasts once again, and Olissa gasped in pain as she was reacquainted with the sensation.  David added something this time, however.  In the middle of the chain running between the clamps, there was a ring.  From that ring, David hung a small weight.  It wasn't too heavy, but it certainly pulled on the chain, thus pulled on Olissa's nipples.

"Oh, god!" Olissa cried out.

David stood, waiting.  "Can you handle it, or is it too much?"  His tone was concerned, but still businesslike.

Olissa took a few deep breaths, finding it hard to do so, as she wanted to keep gasping.  Finally, her body started to settle down.  "I'll... be... okay, Master," she replied.

"Good.  Say 'ah'."

Olissa opened her mouth, and David once again inserted the gag, which he'd set on a closet shelf earlier.  Her voice was wholly cut off now.

"I'll leave you to contemplate your situation for the moment.  I'll be back in a little while to continue your testing."

Olissa nodded in dismayed understanding.



Throughout the day, David and Sam would occasionally come up to his bedroom and have sex.  They didn't do anything particularly special to taunt Olissa, but that was hardly necessary.  Watching her chosen partner being intimate with another woman, while he was barely touching her, was taunt enough.

David kept his physical contact with Olissa to a minimum.  He didn't have sex with her in any way all day, instead focusing on Sam.

Finally, nearing sunset, David drove Sam home.

"I hope your friend enjoyed today," Sam said.  "I know I did.  I hate to admit it, but sometimes I really miss you, the way we used to be... you know, having sex at the drop of a hat..."

"It wasn't hats you were dropping," David replied with a grin.  "I miss you, too.  There's not enough time in my day to visit with everyone I'd like to."

"I know.  You work too hard."  David was about to say something, but she raised her hand to stop him.  "I know, none of my business.  I'm just saying, you're in a unique position.  You can truly take your time to learn and grow at as slow a pace as you choose.  There is no reason to cram every piece of learning into the first few years of your adult life."

"They only let me stay at Woodward for eight years.  I have to make of it what I can."

Sam smiled at him.  "You've done that five times over."

David grinned, then he leaned over and kissed Sam.  She kissed back eagerly, despite having spent her entire day with him.

"I'll see you when you come back to school," Sam told him.  "Good luck with your friend."

"Thanks, Sam.  Take care."



"You'll need to support your weight again," David told Olissa as he lowered her to her feet.

"What's happening now, Master?"

"I'm moving you back out to the bedroom.  Sam has gone home, so that particular exercise has finished.  Do you understand why that exercise was done?"

"I think so, Master.  You wanted me to be aware of just how unpleasant it would be if you paid little attention to me, and more attention to your primary lady."

"Exactly.  And was it pleasant?"

"No," she replied.  Belatedly, she added, "Master."

David smirked, but not where she could see him.  He moved the poles back out to the main room, and had her stand in the middle.  He went to the trunk and removed the crossbar.

As he walked back, he said, "I bet you'd hoped I'd forgotten about this, didn't you?"

"Hoped?  Yes, Master.  Expected, no."

David chuckled.  "Assume your punishment position."

Olissa leaned forward and reached out, grabbing the bar.  David retrieved the paddle from the trunk, and took up his spot behind her.

"Unlike yesterday, you do not need to remain silent.  If you feel the need to holler, go ahead and do so.  However, today's punishment will be slightly longer than yesterday's.  This is to help hammer home the point.  Are you ready for me to begin?"

After a long pause and a couple deep breaths, Olissa said, "Yes, Master."

"Good."  David started right in on his strokes.  He said nothing to her as he counted to himself.  By the time he got to twenty, she was crying out with each hit.  When he reached thirty, she was actively crying.  David stopped at forty, though he'd intended to go all the way to fifty.  Her sobbing was more than he could take, and he didn't want to be the one who broke down in the middle of this test.

Trying to get control of himself, David walked over to the trunk, keeping his gaze carefully averted from her.  He put the paddle away, and then went into the bathroom.  He splashed some water on his face, then grabbed a washcloth, getting it wet and taking it out to her.  He carefully wiped her face, removing the tear stains.

Tossing the cloth on the bed, he had her stand up, and he removed the crossbar.  A wave of his hand and she was immediately back into her position, floating in the air, legs bent, hands behind her head.

"Do you need to use the restroom?" David asked.

Olissa nodded, and so they took care of that necessity.  She was almost inured to the humiliation of it by now, but not quite.

With her physical needs taken care of, David retrieved the nipple clamps and gag from the closet.  He reattached them, including the weight on the clamps.  Olissa squirmed and wriggled, trying to get comfortable again, but it was no use.  David made matters worse by tugging gently on the weight, causing a whole new shard of pain to run through her nipples.

"I'm having guests over this evening.  They shouldn't bother you.  I will make sure you get dinner before they arrive."

Olissa nodded, wondering who was going to visit, and if they were a new part of her test.



David had fed Olissa dinner, and he'd told her that he would probably not see her for a few hours, as he would be entertaining his guests.  He also let her know that he would have to go into town for a little while during the guests' visit, but they weren't supposed to come upstairs, so she shouldn't be bothered by them.

Olissa had her doubts about that.  She figured David had gotten someone else to come and mess with her.  She knew she'd find out soon enough, and right now, all she really wanted was for her nipples to stop hurting, and her pussy to stop itching for a cock.

After a couple hours of hearing nothing at all, she suddenly heard voices in the sitting room.

"David told us not to come up here," one voice said.  Olissa was a bit alarmed when she recognized the voice as that of Jess, Gwen's partner.

She was even more distressed when Gwen's voice said, "Oh, it'll be okay.  He'll never know, and even if he catches us, he'll forgive us."

The door opened at that point, and Jess was saying, "Are you sure about - what the..."

Gwen stepped fully into the room, and her jaw dropped open, staring at Olissa, nude, floating in the air, with a gag in her mouth and clamps on her nipples.

"Holy shit," Gwen said.  "What the hell is going on?  Olissa... did you ask to be like this?" Gwen demanded.

Olissa knew she had to defend her master.  She knew that if she said no, Gwen would run to the Rimohrs.  And truthfully, she'd agreed to the test voluntarily.

Olissa nodded her head affirmatively.

Gwen looked at Jess, who was looking back at Gwen.

Jess said, "I didn't know David was this sick."

Gwen said, "I didn't know she was this sick!"

"I don't think we should be in this room when David gets back," Jess said.

Gwen went one step further.  "I don't think we should be in this house when David gets back!  We need to get the hell away from this shit.  I thought I knew these two, but..."

Gwen's words were cut off because she'd closed the bedroom door behind herself.  Olissa heard them talking as they left the sitting room, but couldn't make out the words.  After that, there was silence.

And her tears.



David returned to Olissa about a half-hour after Gwen and Jess left.  He looked at her with concern.

"You've been crying," he said, removing her gag.

"Master... Gwen and Jess came up here.  They saw me like this."

David nodded.  "What did they do?"

"They asked me if I was here by choice."

"And you said..."

"I nodded yes, Master.  I agreed to this test.  But then they called us sick and ran out."

David nodded.  "That would explain why they weren't here when I got back.  This is a danger to what you're requesting, Olissa.  Many people aren't going to understand this at all.  They're going to assume that I'm holding you hostage in some way.  As much as people are going to look at you as some kind of weirdo for wanting to be a slave, they are also going to leak some of that ill feeling onto me.  Now, I can deal with that problem, since I honestly don't give a shit what most people think.  Gwen's a problem.  I think I can explain this to her, but I'm not sure.  We could lose her as a friend over this.  You need to consider that."

"Yes, Master," she said, new tears flowing from her eyes.

David removed the nipple clamps, causing a whole new bout of pain.

"Thanks to this little development, I'm going to forego any further testing tonight.  We will resume in the morning, unless something else comes up."

"Yes, Master.  Thank you."

David nodded, but he didn't kiss her or touch her.  He left the room, leaving her to her own thoughts and misery.



David left Olissa alone for the remainder of the night, only tending to her needs.  When he came to bed, she was already asleep, and he did not rouse her.

When Olissa awoke the next morning, she could tell by the shadows on the floor that it was already mid-morning.  She wasn't sure exactly what time, but she thought that David ought to have woken her by now.

A noise from outside caught her attention, and she suddenly discovered that she could turn her head.  She worked her neck all the way around, realizing that she was completely free to move her neck.  Testing showed that all of her other limbs were still completely immobile.

A look downward showed her that her bathroom bucket was in place on the floor beneath her.  This was not a good sign.  Was David going to leave her by herself for long enough that she would need the bucket?

Given that it was there, she decided to relieve herself.  This wasn't the wisest move, she realized, as she was now stuck with the smell of it.

A droning noise, similar to that of crickets, caught her attention.  She didn't know what it was, but it varied in pitch and volume, her attention continuing to be brought back to it.  It was a highly annoying noise.

Meanwhile, she felt as though it was getting very hot in the room.  Sweat popped out all over her body as she felt as though she was in a greenhouse.

For a long time, the heat continued.  The noise changed over time, shifting from a droning noise into something of a whine.  It grated on her nerves, which were already frayed from the past three days of tests.  The heat was also shortening her fuse.  When she felt a fly land on her shoulder, she snapped her head over to use her hair to shoo it away.  The fly buzzed around her head for long minutes, and she had to keep flicking her head this way and that to prevent it from landing on her.

The fly eventually took its leave, but by then, she was annoyed and frustrated.  Where was David?  Why wasn't he here to bring her breakfast, to get rid of the bucket waste?  She couldn't do these things for herself, she was depending on him.

That's the point he's driving home, isn't it?  He wants me to understand that I will be one hundred percent dependent on him.  Not that that bothers me.  I've been doing that since I met him, really.

As the day wore on, Olissa began to doubt her assumption of what was going on.

Maybe he's trying to talk to Gwen.  Maybe Gwen went to the Rimohrs anyway.  Maybe he's having to explain all of this to his boss.  Oh, god, what kind of trouble have I gotten David into?

Olissa was now worried, and she wished more than anything that David would come in the door.



The day rolled on, and it was after noon, and David had still not made any appearance.  Olissa'd been forced to use her bucket once more, and the smell was becoming truly nasty in the overheated room.

Olissa shivered as she felt something crawling along the back of her thigh.  She figured it was probably a fly again, but she had no means to shoo it away from her lower half.  The bug, or whatever it was, continued to crawl on her, and her insides shuddered.

When another fly started crawling along her back, she tried her hardest to twist or turn or do anything to make them fly away, but she couldn't move at all.  The thrashing of her head meant nothing to them, and they continued to walk on her.

As she floated there, more and more things began to crawl on her.  She looked down, trying to spot the nasty things that had to be all over her, but she couldn't see anything.

Bugs too small to see?  Well, we have them in Louisiana... Goddamned no-see-ums...

The sensation grew, and Olissa was tensing every muscle in her body, trying to cause a shake, a quiver, any kind of movement of her body.  The bondage rings held her fast, however.  The rippling of her muscles wasn't sufficient to cause the bugs to leave.  It was driving her to distraction.

If David was here, he could at least shoo the damned things away from me!

It never occurred to her that she'd not seen or felt bugs prior to now, and that it was highly unlikely that she was suddenly covered in them.  Her mind was so distraught by the sensation that the only thing that mattered was trying to get rid of the bugs.

Olissa spent her afternoon thrashing her head back and forth while trying to move.  Finally, as the day moved toward sunset, the crawling sensation eased.  The bugs went away, and she heard a buzzing noise, not unlike that of flying insects.  During her torment, she had completely ignored the unpleasant noise in the room, but now that she was freed from that physical problem, the auditory one took up her attention.

What is that? she wondered to herself.  The noise was just familiar enough to her that she knew she recognized it, but not familiar enough for her to identify it.  It, like all the other noises, changed in pitch and volume, making sure she never became used to it.

Am I beginning to hallucinate?  Is that what this is?  Without David to focus on, being just stuck here by myself... am I making all of this up?

While she considered it, she realized that her left leg itched.  This immediately went from a recognition of a sensation to something that consumed her consciousness.  Normally an itch is a minor annoyance, but this is because one can scratch it and make it go away.  When one cannot scratch it, and there is nothing else to draw the attention, that itch devours one's attention until there is nothing left in the world.

The itch grew, as often happens.  First one spot itched, but then another, seemingly unrelated spot began to itch.  Soon there were a dozen spots on her body that needed to be scratched.  This was even worse than the bug-crawling sensation.  She needed desperately to scratch, but she couldn't.

For over an hour, she struggled to move again, trying to get at any one of the itching spots on her body.  The sky outside grew dark, and there was only a single firefly in the room, who was providing dim light.

"More light, please," she asked the firefly, but it ignored her.

"Can I please have more light?" she asked it again.

Once more, it ignored her.

What the fuck?  They never ignore requests.  Maybe it's not even there.  Maybe this is all just a hallucination.

As the darkness fell, so did the temperature in the room.  It was as if the heat had been turned off in the house.  The room quickly fell from overly warm to downright chilly in a matter of minutes.  It didn't stop there, but kept dropping, until Olissa was shivering in an attempt to keep warm.

On the bright side, I'm not itching anymore...

This wasn't much of a bright side, because she was shivering so hard that she'd never notice if she was still itching or not.

Only one bad thing at a time is happening to me.  It's like I'm making this up to punish myself.  Is this about Gwen?  Am I punishing myself for making David have to deal with Gwen after what she saw?  Oh, god, I hope she doesn't hate me...

David, where are you?

More time passed as Olissa shivered and grew more and more concerned.  It was fully dark now, the light in the room dim and somewhat eerie.  She was turning her head constantly now, feeling paranoid about things and wondering whether she was alone or not.  She'd neither seen nor heard anyone, but she felt like she couldn't trust her senses anymore.

What she really wanted was for David, her master, her owner, her protector, to come get her out of this mess.  But she'd not seen him since the previous evening, almost a full day now.  She began to cry softly, struggling to control her emotions.

Olissa's emotional state deteriorated as the evening wore on.  She was cold, hungry, worn out and sick of the smell of her own waste.  She couldn't deal with this.  She needed David.  Finally, she couldn't stand it any longer.

"Master, where are you?" she cried out loud, a sob escaping her throat.

Immediately, David appeared a few feet in front of her, leaning against one of the bedposts.  He quickly came to her and took her head into his hands.  He kissed her softly, but that wasn't sufficient for her.  She did her best to force him to deepen the kiss, and he did, sliding his tongue into her mouth and then wrapping his arms around her.

David broke their kiss and then said something Olissa didn't quite catch.  She didn't have time to worry about it as David pulled her free of the bondage field.  She felt him take up her weight, and she held on to him.  He carried her over to the bed and laid her down on it.

"Don't move," he told her softly.  She nodded.

David went to the bathroom.  She heard water running.  David didn't return until the water had stopped, which seemed to take a very long time.  He returned to the bed and picked her up.

"I didn't realize you were this strong, Master," she told him quietly.

"I'm using a spell," he said.  He carried her into the bathroom, and then over to the tub.  He set her down on the edge of it, and took a deep breath.

"Hold out your arms," he told her.  She did, and David then tapped the rings at her wrists.  They immediately dropped, making contact with her skin for the first time.  He did the same thing with the rings at her elbows, and they dropped, sliding all the way down to join the other rings.  David pulled them off and set them aside.  He then did similar things with the rings on her legs.

David leaned in and kissed Olissa while he unfastened the belt around her waist.  He dropped that on the floor with all the other items, and then he broke their kiss so that he could undo the collar around her neck.

Before moving her into the tub, David got some toilet paper and cleaned Olissa from a day's worth of bathroom activity.  With that taken care of, he shifted her gently into the tub and had her sit back.  She did so, and then watched as he disrobed before sliding into the huge tub with her.

"Your test is over," he told her.

"I failed, didn't I?" she asked.  "I admitted defeat there at the end by calling for you."

"You didn't fail," David told her.  "You never asked me to stop tormenting you.  In the end, all you wanted was for me to come take care of you."

"That's all I've ever really wanted," she admitted.

David grabbed the soap and a sponge, and he lathered it thoroughly.  He then began to wash Olissa.

"Master, you don't have to do that," she told him.

"Your test is over.  You don't have to call me Master anymore," he told her.

"But that's what you are... I hope," she said.  He looked into her eyes, seeing the fear there.

"You passed your test.  I promised I would take you as my... uh, what was that word you used?"

"Odalisque.  Thrall is shorter."

"Yeah, whatever.  We both know you mean slave.  I don't like it, but it's not the word that troubles me, it's the concept.  In any case, I promised I would take care of you."

"Thank you."  She reached over and kissed him strongly.  He continued to lather her chest while they kissed.  Finally, she let go of him, and he continued soaping up her body.

Once David had cleaned her thoroughly, he sat back and pulled her against him, so that her back was against his chest.  He wrapped his arms around her middle, and just held her.

"There are a few things you need to know," David said.

"Okay..."

"The first is, I never left you today.  I was there the entire time."

"So everything I felt was you?"

"Yes.  I was trying to put you through as much torment as I could, while you thought I wouldn't be there to help you.  I wanted to see what your reaction would be.  I expected you to curse me.  Well, not literally curse me, but you know what I mean."

Olissa smiled, but didn't say anything.

"The next, and perhaps more important part, is that the only real person you saw this week, other than me, was Sam."

"What do you mean?"

"The men on the second day of your testing, and Jess and Gwen... they were illusions.  They were never here."

Olissa let out a long sigh of relief.  "So Gwen doesn't think we're sick and perverse."

"Well, she still might, Olissa.  I don't know how she'll react to this."

Olissa frowned, knowing he was right.

"And, as to the guys on the second day, unless something about me changes radically, I would never offer you to another guy, for any amount of money.  You're mine now, and I'm a greedy bastard."

Olissa turned in his arms and they kissed passionately for a long time.  when they broke their kiss, David motioned her back.

"Now that you're clean, I think you need a good massage.  I know you've got to be sore and stiff from four days in that position.  Be honest, what hurts?"

"Almost everything," she admitted.  "Today was especially tense."

"Yeah, I know.  Sorry about that."

"You did what you had to do, Master."

"That... is going to take some getting used to.  Could you build up to calling me that gradually?"

"How do you mean?"

"Well, you already call me that during sex.  Maybe in our playful moments, or perhaps when we're having serious discussions.  I'm just not quite ready to hear you call me Master all the time."

Olissa nodded.  "Would you rather I called you something else altogether?"

"David is right out of the question, huh?" he asked with a grin.

"I'd prefer not to.  It's not appropriate, now that we're official."

"I'll think it over.  In public, I will always want you to call me David."

Olissa frowned.

Seeing that, David relented.  "I might accept 'sir'."

Olissa nodded, smiling slightly.

David shook his head in some exasperation.  "Come on, let's go back to the bedroom.  You can lie on the bed while I give you a massage."

Olissa lay down, and David grabbed some lotion and began to work over Olissa's entire body.  He started at her shoulders and worked his way down.  As this was not intended to be sexual, he didn't avoid, nor focus on, her ass, but treated it like all her other muscles.

David spent a lot of time working on Olissa before he told her to turn over.  She did, and he was treated to his more favorite view of her.  This time, since he was already there, he started at her feet and worked his way up.  He didn't spend any time with her breasts, as they weren't really muscles, and wouldn't be sore.  When he reached her shoulders, however, he spent a lot of time there. 

As he was finishing up, David leaned down and kissed Olissa.  He slid his tongue gently against her lips and she opened her mouth to admit it.  Their tongues began to slide wetly together as David moved over her.  She spread her legs once she realized what he wanted.

David didn't make her wait for it.  He knew from his massage that she was more than ready for this, and so he slid into her right away, his cock penetrating her all the way.  Olissa moaned.

"God, I've missed that for two days now."

David smiled at her, and then started a slow, gentle rhythm.  He knew she would still be sore, so he didn't want to cause her any pain.  He supported himself on one hand, while he allowed his other to fondle her breasts, sliding back and forth to give her pleasure.

Olissa closed her eyes and sighed, just enjoying the feel of him inside her, above her, near her.  Her heat was rising quickly; the massage had aroused her as much as it had relaxed her.  Her master's hands on her body couldn't fail to make her ready for him.

In another minute, Olissa's body started to twitch, announcing her impending orgasm.  She started to groan in anticipation of it.

David, trying to get into his role as her master, leaned down and whispered in her ear, "Come for me.  Come for me now."

In a flash, Olissa's body was over the edge, and she twitched beneath him, crying out in ecstasy.

David, feeling her pussy rippling along his dick, allowed himself to come with her.  He'd been holding back for a while, but now he joined in her pleasure, and the two grunted and moaned together.

It took a while for both of them to come down.  David slipped gently out of her and lay down next to her, laying his hand on her stomach and rubbing softly.

Olissa mewled at his touch.  "Thank you, Master, for the orgasm."

"Believe me, you more than earned that.  If you're up for it, I plan on giving you at least one more tonight.  Though I will understand if you're too worn out."

"For more of you, I'd get off my death bed," she told him with a smile.

David chuckled.  "That would be an interesting way to go," he told her.

Olissa reached down and fondled David's cock, which was still soft.  She knew how to fix that.

Slipping down the bed, Olissa took the head of David's dick into her mouth, slipping her tongue around and over it.  David groaned in pleasure, and Olissa started to take more of him in.  She got over half his length in her mouth, and then started to set up a slow rhythm.  She loved giving David blowjobs, and she wanted him to enjoy this one.  She knew that he wasn't yet comfortable with their new relationship, and she was thanking him, in her way, for acceding to her wishes.

David grew hard quickly, but Olissa didn't stop blowing him for another minute or two.  Finally, however, she let her mouth slip off his hard rod.

"What position do you want me in?" she asked.

David considered, then said, "On all fours."

Olissa nodded with a smile, and she shifted around, kneeling on the bed and then leaning down onto her elbows, which stuck her ass into the air nicely, just waiting for David's attention.

David got up and moved behind her, then slid his cock slowly into her pussy again.  Olissa mewled at the return of his member to her tunnel, and turned her head to the side so she could at least see him a little bit while he made love to her.

Once again, David's rhythm was slow and easy.  There was no reason for them to go fast; they had all the time they needed.

As David slipped in and out of her, he asked, "How's your butt?"

"It's fine now, Master," she told him.  "It was very sore yesterday, though."

David caressed her ass cheeks.  "Please don't make me have to do that again."

"I'll try not to, Master."

"Good."  David sped up the pace just a little bit, pushing Olissa's arousal higher.  He sensed she was beginning to climb toward her peak, and he wanted to help her get there.  His hands roamed over her ass and lower back as he made love to her, his cock gliding in and out as Olissa began to roll her hips, forcing him deeper inside of her pussy.

In just another moment, Olissa cried out, her pussy clamping down on David's cock.  He pushed into her all the way and stopped, letting her enjoy the feel of her climax washing over her.  She shuddered in joy for a long moment, and then finally she relaxed, her body tension easing away.

"Oh, god, I love your dick," she told him.  "Along with the rest of you."

David chuckled.  He reached for a pillow and put it under her midsection.

"Lie down," he told her.

She slid herself down, her legs sliding open wider, since he was between them, and her arms slipping to the side.

"You belong to me now, right?  I can do whatever I want to you."

"You always could, as far as sex was concerned."

David smirked and nodded.  "Lie still.  We're going to do something we've never done together before."

David cast the usual charm, and then he leaned over Olissa again, his dick resting in the crack of her butt cheeks.  He rubbed it there several times, then he shifted his position, his cock pushing in between her cheeks.  As Olissa felt the head of his dick press against her asshole, she mewed in anxious anticipation.

"Have you ever done this before?" David asked softly.

"No, Master.  But I've thought about it from time to time.  It's going to hurt at first, isn't it?" she asked.

"Honestly, that depends on just how relaxed you can make yourself.  I will go slowly, but you need to just accept what's happening."

Olissa nodded, and then took a deep breath and sighed.  As she was sighing, David pressed inward slowly.  Olissa continued to focus on her sigh, and by the time she'd finished, the head of David's cock was inside of her.

"How does that feel?" he asked.

"Very nice," she replied.  "I'm glad I haven't done this before."

"Why?" he asked, confused.

"Because it's at least one thing that I get to give only to you."

David smiled, then leaned forward.  His dick slowly pressed its way deeper into her ass until he was finally buried to the hilt.  He leaned forward and rubbed her back and shoulders.

"Still doing okay?" he asked.

"Mm," she replied with a smile.

"You let me know if this hurts at any time," he told her.  She nodded, then just closed her eyes and waited for the pleasure to start.

She didn't have long to wait.  As soon as David started to move within her, her body began to tingle.  David kept his first moves short and slow, moving as smoothly as he could.  When he was sure she could handle more, he took longer strokes, but kept them just as slow.

Olissa was soon mewling and moaning in bliss, loving the feel of his shaft slipping in and out of her ass.  She hadn't expected to enjoy this much, though if it was something her master liked, she would endure it for his sake.  She was happily surprised to find out that this was a newly discovered pleasure for her.

After David had reached the full length of his strokes, he sped up slightly, until he was moving in her ass at the same speed he'd been sliding into her pussy.  This was still not fast, but that was okay with Olissa.  It felt wonderful, and she knew that another orgasm was on its way.

David continued to run his hands over her body while he plunged his dick into her again and again.  He could feel Olissa beginning to shiver and twitch, her body nearing its apex of pleasure.  He didn't speed up; he was afraid of hurting her, and he absolutely didn't want to ruin this experience for her.  It wasn't necessary in any case; her body would reach its peak without any additional help.

When her orgasm started, Olissa cried out, "Oh, god, Master, I'm coming!"

Olissa's ass clamped down on David so tightly he could barely move.  The feeling was intense, and David couldn't hold back any longer.  He pushed forward until he was completely buried in her ass, and then he erupted, his cock spewing its load deep inside of her.

Olissa and David shivered together for a long moment until David's orgasm passed.  Olissa was still caught in the midst of hers, so David was very careful when pulling out of her.  He let her be while he went to the bathroom to grab a cloth to clean himself off with.  He then returned to the bed, sliding up tightly next to Olissa.

Sensing his presence, Olissa turned and pressed her body firmly against his, squirming to get the pillow out from underneath her.  David wrapped his arms around her and then kissed her.  The kiss expressed a great many things, foremost of which was their love for each other.

When they finally broke their kiss, David said, "I love you, Olissa."

"I love you too, Master," she replied.

The two moved only enough to get under the covers, and soon they were both sound asleep.



David, of course, woke long before Olissa did.  He carefully slipped out of bed, not wanting to wake her up.  He took the time to quietly disassemble the bondage field and pack all of the gear back up into the trunk.  He then stuck the trunk in the closet and closed the closet door.

Done with that task, David went downstairs to do some more work on his potion.  He set a timer; he wanted to make Olissa breakfast, so he'd need to be reminded.  He got much too focused while he was working to remember minor things like the time.



David cut it a little close, as Olissa was just sitting up in bed when he came in with the tray.  She looked at him curiously.

"This is supposed to work the other way around, you know," she told him with a soft smile.

"I know.  But I wanted to treat you nice after spending four days treating you like shit."

He set the tray in front of her and she eagerly began to eat.  She hadn't really considered the fact that she hadn't eaten a thing all the previous day, but now that she smelled and tasted food, her body was screaming for nourishment.

As Olissa ate, David said, "And about treating you like shit... I hope you realize that, at least if I remain as I am now, I would never treat you like that."

"It would be okay if you did," she told him.

"Well, of course you're going to say that.  I'm your master."

She smiled at him.  "True.  But really, it would be.  I'm not saying I liked it, but chances are you wouldn't treat me like that constantly.  What you did was condense your worst treatment down into a solid block of unpleasant days.  If you took what you did and spread it out over a year, it really wouldn't have been so bad.  Well... the thing with showing me off to the guys, I admit, I didn't like.  But I could live with it."

David brushed her hair back out of her face.  "I told you, you're mine.  I don't go showing off what I have to impress people.  I would never actually do that to you.  Well, the current me wouldn't, anyway."

She smiled at him, then took another bite of her food.  When she swallowed, she said, "And I hope you didn't get rid of the bondage field."

"You really like that, don't you?" he said with a grin.

Olissa smiled in embarrassment.  "As I told you, I like the idea of you having your way with me, with me having nothing to say about it.  The only thing you did that I really couldn't handle, Master, was to leave me alone without telling me why."

David moved in closer to her and kissed her softly.  When he broke the kiss, he said, "I'll do my best not to do that in the future."

"Thank you," she said.



David and Olissa spent a quiet, but passionate, weekend with each other.  They didn't leave the house for the entire time.

Unfortunately, on Tuesday, the outside world intruded on their peace.  David was lying in bed with Olissa when his mirror buzzed.  He waited for Olissa to cover up before he picked up his mirror and answered the call.

"Yes?  Oh, hi, Tanya.  What's up?"

"David... I, uh... didn't realize you'd still be in bed.  I can call back..."

"No, no, it's fine.  We're just resting.  What's going on?"

"We've run down the guy we think raped Rose.  You said you wanted to be part of the takedown."

"Yeah.  Where is he?"

"He's coming here to campus.  We sent him a phony letter saying the school wanted to give him an award as an outstanding alumnus.  He called and confirmed with the registrar about twenty minutes ago."

"Okay.  I'll be up there in a half hour."

"Take your time.  He's not supposed to be here until after lunch.  I just wanted to give you plenty of warning."

"Okay, thanks.  Have you called Rose?"

"Not yet.  That's my next call."

"Good.  See you in a little bit."

David fogged off, and then he rolled out of bed.

"Time to go back to work, huh?" Olissa asked him.

"Yeah.  I guess it's time to return to the real world."

"I like your world better," she told him, getting up herself.

David walked over to her and gave her a hug and a kiss.  She snuggled against him tightly as he held her.  Finally he broke their kiss and let her go.

"I've got to get up there.  I should be home tonight.  If not, I'll give you a call."

"Thank you."

"Love you," he told her, looking her in the eye.

"Love you, too, Master," she said, smiling warmly at him.

He gave her another, brief, kiss and headed out the door.



"So how did you find this mutt?" David asked Tanya.

"He got careless.  While Rose's description didn't do us a whole lot of good, this town's not that huge.  There were only a few guys who fit even the minimal description we had.  One of them had travel patterns in and out of Gorumshead that matched up with the time we know he spent with Rose.  He used an alias at the inn that we checked with the Rimohrs, and it was a known one.  We got his real name, and then looked to see if he'd ever been a Woodward student.  Sure enough, he had.  That's why he already had the uniform."

"Good job," David said.

"Thanks."

David and Tanya were both waiting in the registrar's office, waiting for their target to come in.  He arrived at two o'clock, as he had said he would.

"Punctual fucker," David murmured to Tanya.

The man walked up to the registrar counter and said, "I'm here to receive an award of some kind."

David and Tanya stepped behind him.  David said, in a game-show-announcer voice, "Yes, sir.  You have won an all-expenses-paid trip to Barnard Hill.  Yes, for six to ten glorious years of balmy days and chilly nights, you will be wrapped in the all-encompassing discomfort of Callamandia's nastiest scenic location."

Tanya was giggling.  The man looked annoyed.

"Who the hell are you?"

"Woodward Security.  You are being detained."

"On what grounds?"

"Suspicion of rape.  Hold out your hands."

"I will not!  You have no authority!"

"Listen dickhead," David said, his voice going from lighthearted to dark and menacing, "You can hold out your hands, or I can rip them off of your arms.  This is not a request or a negotiation.  Do as you're told and you might not get hurt.  Don't do as you're told, and you'll be spending the next six months in the infirmary."

"You don't scare me, kid."

David hauled off and punched the man as hard as he could.  The man fell, hitting his head on the registrar's counter, causing a gash that spurted blood everywhere.

"Do I scare you now, you motherfucking coward?  If I don't, then you are even dumber than you look.  And you can't be dumber than you look, because you're capable of speech.  Now, unless you would like to live out the rest of your life missing several internal organs, you will fucking well do as you are told," David snarled.  "On your feet!"

The man staggered drunkenly to his feet.  His head was still bleeding freely.

"Now hold out your hands.  I will not ask you again.  If you refuse, you will enter the detention facility while unconscious."

The man held out his hands, and David enacted the handcuff hex.

"Now walk."  As the man started to move, David said to Tanya, "Call maintenance and have them send someone to clean up this mess.  Then call Healer Hall and tell her to come see our misguided friend here."

"You're not taking him to the infirmary?" Tanya asked.

"Hell no.  This bastard can bleed."

"You've got nothing on me," the man said, still woozy.

"Oh, I think we will have within the next twenty minutes," David told him.

"You know, he's right, David.  What we have is all circumstantial evidence."

"You ever wonder why glamours are actually legal?" David asked, seemingly out of the blue.

"Uh... no.  It's a simple piece of magic, why would it be illegal?"

"For precisely the reason that we had trouble here.  It can be used to protect yourself while committing a crime.  But it's not illegal.  Ever wonder why?"

"No."

"It's because Rimohrs can break glamours.  And they can also recreate them."

The man's head snapped around at that statement.

"Oh, didn't you know that, shithead?  Yeah, the Rimohrs can pull up every glamour you've ever done.  When your victim identifies you, you're toast.  If you don't watch yourself, I'll just tie your ass up and let her have at you, rather than calling the Rimohrs on you."

"Uh, David," Tanya said very quietly, "aren't you a Rimohr?"

"Not right now I'm not.  I'm on administrative leave."

"Oh.  For what?"

Raising his voice so their suspect could hear him, he said, "Because I killed a suspect who pissed me off."

David was gratified to see the man shrivel.

Tanya looked at David, unsure if he was kidding or not.  She decided not to ask further right then.



Once they were in the detention house and Healer Hall had patched up the suspect's wounds, David set him down in a chair.  He cast a spell, darkening the entire room, except for himself and the suspect.  He motioned to Tanya, who was in the room, though David could not see her.  She brought Rose into the room.  Neither David nor the suspect could see her, or Tanya.

Tanya said, "We're ready."

David lifted his wand, motioned carefully, and intoned, "Obna ruzhity yego maskirovaya."

Slowly, a new face appeared where the suspect was sitting.  His features changed, now covered by a glamour.  It was not, however, the glamour that Rose had described.

"No," Tanya said aloud.

David nodded, flicked his wand, and said, "Zatyim."

The face changed again.

"No," Tanya said once more.  David flicked to the next face.

"That's the one," Tanya said.

"Escort our guest out," David said to Tanya.  He heard the door close, and then he let go of the darkness spell.  "You've just been identified as a rapist and, if you get a nasty prosecutor, someone who attempted murder."

"How do you figure?" the man asked snidely.

"You left your victim tied up in a room with no way to call for help.  Had she not been expected by someone, she could easily have died before being able to free herself."

"It's not my fault if she's an incompetent bitch."

"Ever tried performing magic when you can't move your hands?" David asked.  "Would you like me to tie you up the same way you tied her up, and see how long it takes you to get free?"

"Thirty minutes, tops.  Those knots weren't that goddamned tight."

"Thank you for admitting to rape," David said.

"I didn't admit to anything!"

"Didn't you?  How would you know how tight the knots were, unless you were the one who tied them?"

The man was just smart enough to not try to answer that question.

"Doesn't matter.  I didn't admit anything in front of anyone who matters," he said.

"Except the recorder in the corner," David said, jerking his thumb at the bookshelf.

The man blanched, then decided, a little too late, that it was time to shut his mouth.

David sat and stared at the man until Joe and Vivian arrived to pick him up.

"What happened to his head?" Joe asked.

"He resisted."

"I just voiced an opinion!" the man objected.

"Rapists don't get to have opinions in my school," David said.

"Really protecting the world for freedom and democracy, huh?"

"This is Callamandia, dickhead.  It's not a democracy, it's a parliamentary monarchy.  As to freedom... no, you don't have the freedom to go around raping helpless young women.  You do have the right to remain silent.  Use it, before you need another visit from Healer Hall."

David handed over the recorder to Joe.  "You'll find a fairly clear admission of guilt on that."

"You never read me my rights!"

"I'm not required to, jack-off.  This is Callamandia, not America.  If you're a citizen and you don't know your rights by now, you need to go back to school.  They were a part of your citizenship exam.  Not to mention, as I am head of security for the school, and not currently a Rimohr, I wouldn't have to read you your rights even if we were in Washington, DC."

"All right, buddy, let's go, before you actually make him angry," Joe said.

"He nearly took my head off!" the man exclaimed.

"See?  He only nearly took it off.  He's not actually pissed off yet.  Count your blessings."

Vivian waited until Joe had taken the suspect out.  "How hard did you hit him?"

"As hard as I could," he replied.  "If I could have hit him harder, I would have.  Rose is a friend of mine."

Vivian nodded.  "Your hearing is tomorrow afternoon, at three.  You'll need to be down in Bolmont for that."

"Right.  I'll be there."

"Good.  Take it easy.  The hearing's just a formality, you know that."

"I hope so."



"Let's bring this hearing to order.  David Stroud, we're here to evaluate your actions leading up to the death of a suspect.  This is the second time in a four-month period that you've been responsible for a death.  Most Rimohrs go their entire careers without killing anyone.  How do you account for that?"

"Sir, my opinion of a great many Rimohrs is not something I'd care to air in front of my superiors.  In any case, I would suggest that I have perhaps been exposed to more dangerous cases than the average Rimohr, due to being an intern who is not able to come to work every day.  My training officer calls me in mainly for the touchy or interesting cases, and that often leads to violence."

"You're suggesting the internship program is to blame for this death?"

"No, sir.  You asked me to explain why I had caused two deaths in four months.  Since I have no concrete answer for why I've been involved in more than the average number of violent offenses, I did the best I could to provide an explanation for a possibility."

The man nodded.

Another of the questioners asked, "Was this death another accident, like the first one?"

"No, sir.  It was my intent, purpose, and goal to make sure that bastard would not survive my attack."

"Yet last year you told us you were merely aiming to wound.  What changed?"

"The circumstances, sir.  Last year's event was an obvious crime, and though some magical battle happened, it still felt like a law enforcement procedure.  We were there to arrest people.

"What happened in Bolmont last month was not law enforcement, it was combat.  It felt like combat, and we weren't arresting people, as much as trying to survive.  When I saw the man attempting to kill my training officer, I did what I would have done in combat: I killed him first.  In my previous duties as captain of the Discipline Response Team for Woodward Academy, I found out what happens when you hesitate to cross that line.  It doesn't end well for your friends."

"You're sure he was trying to kill Agent Garibaldi?"

"The spell he had cast was razpadat.  It's a disintegration hex, which I have been first-hand witness to in the past.  If I had allowed him to finish casting the spell, it would certainly have killed anyone it hit."

"Very good.  Do you have any further questions?" the man asked his two companions.  They both shook their heads negatively.  The man turned back to David.  "This inquiry finds that your actions were wholly within the standards of behavior of the Rimohrs.  You are to be commended for your quick action in saving your training officer.  You are returned to duty effective immediately."

David was a little stunned.  The hearing had been extremely short.  The man saw the look on his face.  "What happened in those streets was a blood bath, Officer.  It's amazing that more people didn't die.  Frankly, I'd rather it was a suspect than an officer.  This hearing was required by our regulations.  None of us actually felt the need for it.  Your actions were clear.  Your motivation was the only thing we were unsure of, and frankly, that didn't matter much in the great scheme of things.  We asked you questions mainly to satisfy our own curiosity.  Good luck, Officer."

"Thank you, sir," David said.  He walked out of the interview room to see Joe and Vivian waiting for him.

"That was fast," Joe said.

David shrugged.  "They said they really didn't see the need for a hearing to begin with."

"And there wasn't one.  Since people other than him died in that fight, he was a murder suspect.  That he wound up dead isn't much concern to anyone but his family."

"He has one?" David asked.

"I didn't bother to find out," Joe admitted.  "Come on, Zyla wants to see you."

"Okay.  Any luck on that serial killer?"

"Not yet.  Maybe you can track the bastard down."

"I'm going to try, that's for sure," David assured him.



David and Olissa were walking through the upstairs of his Bolmont home together.  David did this on occasion, just to make sure that there were no problems in the house.  Since he almost never went to the second floor for anything else, he made a point of checking it regularly.

Olissa was with him because she was always with him now.  She knew that would change once they got back to school, because she would continue her education so long as he did.  It gave her something to do, and the skills she was now focusing on were ones she hoped would be useful to him.  She was becoming a healer, which, though it wouldn't help David much, she figured would be of use to his family, when he had one.  She was working on Herbology because she knew that David could use a herbologist to help with his potions making.  She was working with Coach Hall to improve her MagEc skills, to become a perfect housekeeper and aide to her master.  She had been planning for this day for years, and now that it had arrived, she was as happy as she had ever been.

The two were chatting about various things as they walked, looking into each room to check for deficiencies, and not finding any.  As they entered the "right wing" of the house, as David referred to it, they heard a noise above them.

"What the hell was that?" David asked, looking up.

"I don't know," Olissa said, a trace of fear in her voice.

"There's... not a room above us," David pointed out.  "It would be attic space.  But... I've never seen a door to the attics."

As they talked, they heard the noise again.  It sounded like running feet.

"What do we do?" Olissa asked him.

"First, let's make a really careful look for a door to the attic.  It might be hidden in a closet or something."

The two spent an hour examining every room on the second floor.  There was no door to the attic space above in either wing.

"What now?" Olissa asked.

"Well, there's only one other simple option.  There might be a door hidden in the master bedroom someplace."

"Let's go look."

When they arrived in the bedroom, they realized that the closet took up one entire wall.

"Inside the closet would be a great place to hide a door," David said.  They went in, taking a firefly with them so they could see better.  David examined the wall carefully.  This was made more difficult by the fact that the chosen finish was a tongue-and-groove boarding that would hide the horizontal cracks, with the occasional vertical strip that could hide any vertical cracks.  They looked for a long time, trying to spot it, but had no luck.

"Let's try the other side," Olissa said.  "There's no closet boarding there to hide it."

"No, just a huge bed."

"Well, I wouldn't think it'd be behind the bed," Olissa said.

The two searched the wall of the bedroom for just as long as they did the closet.  There was still no sign of an entrance.

Olissa slumped down onto the bed.  "Well, now what?" she asked.

David's head suddenly came up.  "Now we remember who built this house," David said.  "Come on."

David took Olissa by the hand and then ghosted himself.  Olissa gasped at the unpleasant sensation, but she stuck with David.  He walked directly toward the bedroom wall, not stopping when he got there, but passing right through it.  Olissa followed nervously behind him.

The two were now standing in the attic space.  David faded back to solid form, and then turned around and looked at the wall, confirming that there was not, in fact, a door to enter this area.

"Jacob's a demighost," David explained.  "He didn't need a door.  If he wanted to hide something up here, the best way to do so would be to make it a space only he could get to."

Olissa nodded.  "So what's in here?  What did we hear?"

David cast lux to give them more light to see by.  There were skylights, but it was a cloudy day, so the room wasn't that well-lit.

In the gloom, they saw work tables, several books and various tools and instruments.  At each end of the room sat some kind of archway.

Suddenly, as they stood wondering what was going on, a bright light came out of the archway behind them.  They turned just in time to see five small beings leave the archway and enter the attic.  The beings were mostly human in appearance, though extremely short.  They were slight of build, and their skin had the slightest green tinge to it.  Their hair was curly and black.  The creatures came up short, seeing the two humans, their eyes opening much larger than any human's.  For a long moment, no one moved, but then the creatures just laughed and ran past them, running into the other archway and disappearing.

"It's a travel gate," Olissa said in wonder.

David wasn't so sure.  He went over and looked at one of the books on the table.  It was open to a particular page, and he read the writing there.

"It's not a travel gate," David said.  "It's a portal."

"What's the difference?" Olissa asked.

"A travel gate moves you between worlds, but it's in exactly the same spot in both worlds.  In other words, a travel gate has one end in Dugerra  and another end in Earth, but the two ends overlap physically, you get it?"

"I think so."

"Portals like these take you from one place to another within one world.  In other words, if we were to step through one of these gates, we'd be somewhere else in Dugerra."

"Where?"

"This doesn't say.  I wonder what those creatures were."

"House trolls," Olissa told him.

"There are trolls that live in houses?"

"Well... they used to.  People used to take them as servants."

"You mean as slaves?" David said, raising an eyebrow at her.

Olissa blushed.  "Yes, Master," she replied with a grin.  "Anyway, they are pretty good at domestic chores, which is why they were enslaved.  No one's allowed to enslave them anymore, though some people do hire them to work for them.  They're tireless workers for small tasks like household stuff."

"I think I'll stick with the brownies."

Olissa nodded.  "Some people like to have their servants visible.  Plus, the house trolls don't mind being seen, so if you need a butler or someone to help at a party, then the house trolls are better suited than the brownies."

"Right.  Where do they live?"

"In Shovianox.  What we call Africa."

"So, unless there is another portal in someone's house somewhere, then these portals lead to Africa?  Holy shit."

"We could walk through and find out."

David looked down at the book to check that out.  He flipped the page, and was startled at what he found.

"Let's go through that one," he said, pointing to the one nearest the bedroom.

"Okay."

David took Olissa's hand, and they stepped through the portal.

After a brief and slightly nauseating experience that was impossible to describe, they found themselves in... a darkened attic.

David cast lux again, and then he ghosted himself, sticking his head through the wall to see what was on the other side.  When he pulled himself back, he nodded and then faded to solid form.

"Where are we?"

"In the other attic," David said.  "This portal just leads to the other side of the house."

"What about that portal?" Olissa asked, pointing to the one at the far end of the room.  As she pointed, it lit up, emitting a burst of light as the same five young house trolls - at least, David assumed they were the same five - came barreling through the opening.  They laughed and giggled as they ran past David and Olissa, and disappeared into the other portal.

"We're just going to have to look for ourselves.  They don't seem to be suffering any ill effects from repeated use."

"Nope," Olissa agreed.

David once again took Olissa's hand as they headed for the other portal.  Taking a deep breath, they stepped through it together.

David and Olissa found themselves standing at the bottom of a grassy hill.  The heat was intense; David figured they must be near, or south of, the equator for it to be so warm in January.  He looked up the hill they were standing at the foot of.  Just at the top, he saw another portal.

"I wonder if that's the one that leads to the other side of the house," David said.

"Look.  There's the kids," Olissa said, pointing.  They were up on top of the hill, and they each jumped onto the back of a very odd looking bird with a long neck and very stiff wings.  The birds, feeling the light weight of the children, hopped off the ground and extended their wings fully.  They glided down the hill at a tremendous rate, pulled up at the bottom to bleed off speed, and then settled to the ground.

The kids each hopped off their bird, and they ran as a group, giggling and laughing, right past David and Olissa and disappeared into the portal.

While the kids were gone, the birds all took to the air again.  They flapped slowly up to the top of the hill and landed, each turning to face the hill's drop-off.

"They're actually waiting for the kids," David said.

"They're trained."

"Or pets," David agreed.

Shortly, the kids emerged from the portal at the top of the hill.  They milled around for a few minutes, talking to each other, then they headed back for the birds.

"The portals are a damned ski lift," David said.  "Or an escalator, or what-have-you."

Olissa chuckled, then grew serious.  "Why separate them by so much, though?  Heck, why do they go through your house at all?  Why not just have a portal go from here to the top of the hill?"

"You can't," David told her.  "What little I read suggested the portals can only exist in specific places.  Each end is determined by the magical currents around the planet that coalesce in specific locations."

"Lucky that the house was in the perfect spot for them."

"I highly doubt luck had anything to do with it.  I imagine the house was built where it was, and designed the way it was, specifically for the purpose of harnessing these portals."

"Why?" Olissa asked.

"I have no idea.  Come on, let's go back.  I want to see if there's more information."

They stepped back through the portal they were standing near, and found themselves once again in the "left wing" attic of the house.  David cast lux, and he looked over the worktables in this attic now.  He found one book, sitting on the table by itself.  He opened it, and began to read.  The first two pages caused him to shudder, and he closed the book.  He suddenly realized that it had the seal of the King of Callamandia on it.  There was no security warning visible, but he wondered if he was even allowed to read the book.

Picking it up, he turned to Olissa.  "Come on," he said.  He took her hand and ghosted them, moving back into the bedroom.  He faded back to solid form and looked at Olissa seriously.

"Okay, so... now you're my slave, right?" he said.

Olissa nodded.

"Here's my first order as your Master.  You will never talk to anyone about what you just saw.  You won't mention the portals, the house trolls, the attics... none of it.  Not to Gwen or Flo or even Bispy.  As far as you're concerned, those attics don't exist.  Understood?"

"Yes, Master," Olissa said, confused, because she'd not read the book.

"Also, you aren't to read this book.  I'm not sure it's even legal for me to read it, but I'm going to take that chance.  But you must not read it."

"Yes, Master.  Can you tell me what's going on?"

"I'm not sure yet.  But I'm damned well going to find out."



David spent the rest of his day reading as many of the books from the attics as he could cram in.  They were more like journals or diaries than textbooks, so they were quick reads, but there were quite a few of them.  The more that he read, the more astonished and dismayed he became.

Olissa, seeing his mood, left him alone.  She made his meals, not because he needed to eat but because she knew it comforted him to do something "normal".

That night, David barely slept.  He was tormented by what he'd read.  He knew that he had to get answers to his questions.  He vowed to do it in the morning.

It was that vow that led him to be standing where he was, just outside the space encompassed by Jacob's Haven prison.  David finally stepped inside and looked around.

"David!" Jacob said.  "Good to see you!"

"Hey, Jacob," David said.

"You seem troubled."

"I am troubled.  Just what the hell did you get me into?"

"To what are you referring?"

David held up the book that bore the king's mark.  "I'm talking about this."

"Ah, so you discovered the attic.  May I ask how you managed to find it?"

"Some children decided to use my attic as a lift."

Jacob nodded.

"What the hell is this all about?  What is an OmniPortal?  Why are there four portals in my house?  How did you find those portals, and why did you build them?"

Jacob held up his hands.  "Please, David, slow down.  I will answer your questions as best I can.  Please, sit."

David took a seat on a sofa.

"I won't be able to give you as much detail as you'd like.  The work, you see, was not mine.  It was my wife, Giselle's.  She was a wizard and a researcher, and she discovered the existence of portals.

"The energy field we call magic has what Giselle called 'lines of focus'.  These lines of magic wrap around Dugerra like a web, all twisted up.  In certain places, the lines of the web come together.  At those points, what she called 'nodes', the opportunity exists for a portal to be created.  But a portal's entrance and exit must be fixed, and there must be a direct path along the web from one to the other.

"When she first started working on these portals, she brought her work to the king.  The king commissioned her to discover everything she could about the portals.  Her research showed her some of the best places to build portals.  The easiest for her to get to were the ones that existed where the house now stands.

"Because the work was secret, and because it was potentially dangerous, we built the attics to secure the information.  The only way to get in or out of them, without damaging the house, is to be a ghost.  She depended on me to move her in and out of the attic space."

"No one else knows about this?"

"Whoever has seen the king's records.  I haven't told anyone.  Giselle never talked about it, even with me.  So, unless you've told people..."

"Only the woman who was with me when I discovered them, and I've already sworn her to secrecy."

Jacob nodded.  "There are records in the royal archive.  But they are over a hundred fifty years old now.  I can't imagine too many people have looked that far back."

"Except the scribes.  Particularly Master Elderwok.  He's in charge of studying ancient artifacts.  He would look that far back and much farther."

Jacob nodded.  "So, it's possible that some people do know.  If they know, I imagine they're keeping it to themselves.  If people knew about portals, they'd want them all over the place.  But there are security, safety, and privacy concerns that make it a dangerous concept."

David nodded.  "So, what the hell is an OmniPortal?"

"As I said, for a regular portal, both ends must be fixed.  They each exist at a specific node within the web."

"Right..."

"An OmniPortal has only one fixed end.  The other end can be steered to any node on the web.  From the fixed location of the portal, you would be able to move anywhere in Dugerra in seconds.  The security implications of that were so staggering, the king himself swore us both to secrecy.  It was at that point the work was terminated.  The king couldn't risk having this information known.  You see, the OmniPortal cannot be created.  It exists somewhere of its own choosing.  The king couldn't chance the idea that it might exist within the boundaries of an enemy state."

"Like Vrudena," David said.

"Exactly.  If the weres had the power to move directly into Senesty, can you imagine the devastation?"

David nodded.  "So no one knows where the OmniPortal is?"

"Not to my knowledge.  If the king continued the research without Giselle, we knew nothing of it.  It would have been difficult to continue without her notes, however, which she never did give over to the royal court."

"I've read through most of them," David said.

Jacob nodded.  "If you go looking, David, be very careful.  What you find could be more dangerous to Callamandia than anything else in existence."

"I don't know as I've got the time right now, even if I did have the inclination," David told him.

Jacob nodded.  "That may very well be for the best."



"I don't mind filling in for you, Chief, but do I get overtime pay?" Tanya asked.

David snorted.  "You get as much overtime pay as I got while working as a DIRT captain."

"Well, that sucks," Tanya said with a grin.  "What are you off to do now?"

"I get to spend a week with the Child Safety Board."

"You don't sound too thrilled."

"I'm not.  I've had dealings with the CSB before."

"You don't think protecting children is important?" Tanya asked, surprised.

"I do, but apparently they don't.  From my experience, they're not really worried about the safety of the child, they're worried about the little boxes on their forms."

"They can't all be like that," Tanya objected.

"Maybe not.  I've only met two of them.  But my training officer didn't give me cause to think that it was unusual for them to act that way."

Tanya frowned.  "Maybe you can inspire them to do better."

"If by that you mean smack them upside the head a few times, I'll be glad to."

Tanya chuckled.  "I'll see you next week."

David nodded.  He then turned to the new office manager.  "Sheila, if anyone really needs to talk to me, just mirror me.  But Tanya's in charge while I'm gone, so I can't imagine why anyone's going to need me."

Sheila nodded.  "I'll try to keep things afloat until you get back," she told him with a smile.

David smiled at her.  She was either hitting on him, or trying to be overly positive.  In either case, he wasn't going to worry about it.  "See you next Monday, at the latest."

"Yes, sir."



"Officer Intern David Stroud, meet Agents Mary Boscarelli and Carlos Nieto."

David shook their hands and greeted them.

"This is Agent John Sullivan, your training officer for the week."

David shook the man's hand.

"At least they didn't assign me to Agent Noyes," David said.

"You have a problem with Ed?" Agent Nieto asked.

"Let's just say his middle name ought to start with the letter A."

"Why?" Carlos asked, confused.

"Because his name would then be Ed A. Noyes."

Mary groaned and Sullivan chuckled.  Carlos just shook his head.

"Okay, well... take your cues from Agent Sullivan.  Your job is to assist him.  His job is to make any arrests we need made, and to assist us in interrogations by looking intimidating.  You... don't look intimidating, sorry," Mary told him.

David shrugged.  "I didn't get much choice as to my age when I un-died."

"You're not human?" Carlos asked.

"No, I'm a demighost.  Am I more intimidating now?"

"Yes, but not in a useful way," Mary replied for Carlos, who looked a little pale.  "In any case, we don't actually have anything to do at the moment.  We have paperwork to do, and you... can just sit and eat donuts, I guess."

"Fine with me."

"Don't get too fat now," Mary said sarcastically, looking at Sullivan, who had a healthy gut on him.

"I don't gain weight, Agent Boscarelli.  I can eat the entire box with no ill effects."

She frowned at him.  Her own waistline was threatening to expand, and to have someone admit to not having any trouble with their weight irked her.  "Whatever.  We have work to do."

"Don't mind them," Sullivan said once they'd walked away.  "They think, because they work directly for the government, they're too important for us lowly Rimohrs."

David nodded.  "From what I've seen, their arrogance is even less deserved than ours."

"Ours?"

"Meaning the Rimohrs as a whole, not any specific person."

"Ah," Sullivan said, nodding in understanding.

"So, do I call you John, or Agent Sullivan?"

"Everyone calls me Sully."

"Okay."  After several long moments of awkward silence, David said, "So, where are the donuts?"

Sully laughed, and pointed to the table with the refreshments.



David's first day with the CSB was a total waste.  He and Sully sat around and chatted.  It was like being a fireman in a town with no fires.

Finally, the following day, they had a case to go on.

"Two parents have been accused of neglecting their children.  They were reported by a teacher, who claims the kids are showing up to school in dirty clothes, obviously hungry and unbathed."

Sully asked, "How many kids?"

"Four."

"Where?" David asked.

"Treacle.  Ever been there?"

"Twice," David confirmed.

The carriage ride took a while, but they finally pulled onto the street where their suspects lived.  Once they reached the house, all four exited the carriage.

"Just hang back," Sully told David.  "Let them do the talking.  Our job is to look mean."

"Easy for you to say."

"Hell, you're a demighost.  Just glare at them."

"Oh, you know about that, do you?" David asked with a grin.

"You're not the first I've met."

David nodded, then turned his attention to the CSB agents.

"I can hear movement, but they're not answering the door," Carlos said.

Mary banged on the door hard, "Child Safety Board!  You are required to open the door!"

The rustling inside grew louder, but no one came to the door.

The CSB agents stepped away from the door.  Mary turned to Sully.  "This is your job.  Get us in there."

Sully turned to David.  "You want to do it?"

"We worried about damage to the house?"

"The more damage you do, the more they have to fix.  If the problem is money, that makes the situation worse," Sully told him.

David nodded.  He pulled out his wand, pointed it at the door and chanted, "Avata."  The lock clicked, and David reached forward, opening the door slightly.

The CSB agents pushed forward, but David motioned them back.  "You might want to let us lead.  If they're not going to answer the door for you, they may be violently hostile."

"He's got a point," Sully agreed.

Mary and Carlos backed away.  Sully stepped up toward the door, and David stepped to one side, the palm of his hand flat on the door, ready to push it open.  Sully pulled his wand, and then nodded to David.

David pushed the door open, and Sully rushed in, moving to the right.  David came through the door right behind him, moving left.

They saw before them two kids.  The children were filthy and were confined inside a play pen that would have been too small for just one of them.  There were no adults present.

"Where are your parents?" Mary asked.

The older of the two children, who was maybe eight, shrugged his shoulders and shook his head.  The younger child, who looked to be about six, just stared at them.

"Where are your other two sisters?"

The older one just pointed through a doorway.

Sully and David checked the doorway, which led to a hall.  It was fairly obvious which room the sisters were in, as there was a huge padlock on one door.

Sully blasted away the padlock, and the two Rimohrs entered the room.  They found the two girls huddled on a bed.  The sheets were filthy, and the girls looked scared.

"Don't worry, we're not here to hurt you," David told them.

"Where are your parents?" Carlos asked the girls.

"Daddy's at work," the oldest said.  "Momma's at the store."

David and Sully moved back out into the living room while the CSB agents questioned the girls.

"So now what do we do?" David asked.  "Don't think we want to be mean and intimidating to the children."

Sully smiled grimly.  "We just hang loose and wait."

Their wait wasn't long.  In only a couple minutes a woman came bursting through the front doorway.

"What the hell is this?" she demanded.  "Get out of my house!"

"Rimohrs, ma'am," Sully told her.

"Who gave you permission to break into my house?" the woman demanded.

"We did," Agent Boscarelli told her.  She held up her credentials.  "Child Safety Board.  We have a report about children being neglected.  The condition of this house would suggest something far worse than mere neglect."

"Well, I don't know who's been lying to you, but there's nothing wrong with my kids!"

"Except being dirty, poorly clothed and undernourished," Carlos said.

"That's a lie!  My kids are fed the same food my husband and I eat!"

"And how much of it do they get?" Mary asked coldly.

The woman didn't respond to that.

"Not to mention your children have been illegally imprisoned within the home."

"I had to go to the store.  I didn't want them to get into things."

"And what if there had been a fire?"

"There wasn't."

"But there could have been, which is why doing such things is illegal.  Where is your husband?"

"He's at work."

"Where does he work?"

"He's a metalsmith's assistant, at the forge."

"You might want to contact him and tell him to come home."

"He can't afford to be missing a day of work over your idiocy!"

"Oh, he's going to be missing a lot more than one day," Carlos told her.  "You and your husband are both going to be charged with child neglect and child endangerment.  Agent Sullivan, if you would."

David stepped to one side, so that he could still cover the woman in case she tried to do something stupid, while Sully stepped forward.

"Ma'am, you're under arrest by order of the Child Safety Board.  Please hold out your hands."

"I will not!  This is utterly ridiculous!"

"Ma'am, if you don't hold out your hands, I will have to employ other means to restrain you."

"You do and I'll have your badge!"

Sully sighed.  David said, "Sully?  Mind if I give it a shot?"

Sully motioned him forward.  David stepped right up to the woman, his eyes boring in on her.  She shivered at the look on his face.

"Hold out your hands you worthless piece of human waste.  If you do not do so, the other method of restraining you involves binding you hand and foot and carrying your sorry ass out of this house, in front of your children and your neighbors."

The woman paled at that.

"Oh, yes, your neighbors.  We will make absolutely sure to make enough of a racket that they will all come out of their houses to see you, hogtied and carried out of here.  Or you can be sensible, and we will do this quietly.  Your choice.  I'll be happy to hex you, if that's what you'd prefer."

David's glare was distinctly uncomfortable, though he wasn't using the full weight of his gaze on her.  The woman finally held out her hands, and Sully enacted the handcuff hex on her.

"Smart choice," Sully told her.  "David, you want to escort her out to the carriage?"

"Do I wait with her or come back here?"

"Wait out there.  We'll have to drive over to the forge once someone comes to collect the kids."

David nodded and motioned the woman to walk in front of him.



David's third day at the CSB had them handling minor issues that were cleared up easily, plus an ongoing matter that they were merely checking in on.  Between those cases was traveling, since the CSB office handled a region just as large as the Rimohr office did.

On David's fourth day, however, things got ugly.  They were called to a home in Bolmont, where a father was suspected of beating his young son.  When they arrived in the home, there was a lot of shouting between parents, but no children in sight.

"What the fuck do you want?" the father snarled when the CSB agents stepped into the yard.

They identified themselves and asked, "Where is your son?"

"In the house.  The pussy complained about his arm hurting, so I have to do his goddamned chores.  Now get off my case!"

"Sir, we need to see your son."

"So go see him and leave me the fuck alone!"

The man returned to zapping weeds in the yard.  All four of the officers went into the house, accompanied by the woman, who looked scared.

"He's probably in his room," she said, her voice shaking.

The CSB agents walked down the hall while the Rimohrs stayed in the living room.  The adults were the likely threat, so that's where they would stay, in case of trouble.

The CSB agents brought the boy out to the living room.

"How did this happen?" Mary demanded, motioning to the child's arm.

"He... he fell down," the mother said, clearly lying.

"And broke his arm?  From falling down?  What did he fall off, the roof?"

"He was climbing a tree," she offered.

"And you thought this arm was going to heal itself, so he didn't need to go to a healer," Carlos said.

"I was trying to convince my husband to take him," she said.

"What fucking shit are you blaming on me again, Margret?" the man bellowed from the doorway.

"Why hasn't this child been to a healer?" Mary demanded of the man.

"It just happened!" the man growled in reply.

"It happened before we got here.  He should have been on his way to a healer or infirmary immediately."

"I have to finish the work he was supposed to be doing!  Off playing in a tree, he's supposed to be taking care of the yard!"

"Agent," David said, motioning to Mary.  David had been looking at the child's arm during the discussion.

"What have you got, Officer Stroud?" she asked.

"See these marks?"  David indicated some red marks on the boy's arm, right about the point where it was apparently broken.

"You said he fell out of a tree?" Mary asked the man.

"Yeah, so what?"

"What did you do after he fell?" Mary asked.

"Told him to get back to work!  Then he bitched that his arm hurt, so I told him to go to his goddamned room."

"You didn't help him up?"

"Why would I do that?  He's eight, he can pick his own damned self up."

"He has a broken arm.  You didn't help him up?  There are finger marks on his arm, as if someone was gripping it tightly."

"Okay, so, yeah, I picked him up off the ground."

"By his broken arm?"

"What?" the man asked.

"These finger marks are right on top of the spot where the break is.  You grabbed your son and hauled him off the ground by his broken arm?"

"Of course not.  I grabbed his other arm.  Didn't I, Jeremy?"

The boy nodded mutely.

"Ma'am?" Carlos asked.

"I didn't see," she told them.  "When I came outside, Jeremy was already standing up again."

"Uh-huh."

"Officer Stroud, take the boy out to the carriage.  We'll take him to a healer.  Make sure to get pictures of that bruising, too."

"Right.  Come on, Jeremy."

"'kay," the boy said, almost in a whisper.

"You're not taking my son anywhere," the man said, reaching out to grab David and stop him.  David faded at just the right second, and the man's hand passed right through him.  David then stepped clear of the man and faded back to solid form.  He took out his wand and leveled it right at the man's nose.

"Attempt to interfere with my duties again, and we'll be taking two people to the healer.  Step aside, while you can still walk."  David's wand was crackling with energy, and the man's eyes crossed, staring at the little sparks jumping off the tip.  He moved out of David's way.

David took Jeremy outside, in the sunlight, and got several images of the bruising with his wand.  He then helped Jeremy climb up into the carriage, and told him to wait there.  He then returned to the house.

"Come on," Sully said when David re-entered the home.

"We're not arresting this pile of dogshit?" David asked.

"We don't have enough evidence that he was the one who caused the child's injury.  As such, we cannot take him into custody," Agent Boscarelli told him.  She and Agent Nieto then walked down to the carriage.

Sully just looked at David, understanding his anger, but having done the job too long to share it.  He shrugged in ambivalence.

"Give me a minute," David told Sully quietly.  Sully nodded and walked back down to the carriage.  David turned and faced the husband.

"What do you want?" the man demanded.

David changed his coat.  Instead of a Rimohr symbol, it was now just a blank black coat.

"I want to give you a message, from me to you.  Not me as a Rimohr, or as an agent of the government.  Me as someone who knows what you just did to your son."

"You can't prove shtttt...."

The man's words were cut off as David wrapped his hand around the man's throat and squeezed.  He slammed the man back against a wall and held him there, his eyes boring in on him with the inhuman gaze that caused the man to wonder where the nearest bathroom was.

"If I find out you've hurt your son like this again, I will be back here.  Again, not as a Rimohr, and not as an agent of the government.  As a wizard and a demighost that will show you the real meaning of pain and suffering.  You broke the arm of an innocent eight-year-old boy.  Do anything like that again, and I will break a lot more than one of your bones.  Got it?"

The man, struggling to breathe, nodded his head.

"Good."

David didn't just let go of the man, but pulled him forward and down, causing him to drop to his knees when David let go of him.  David glared at the wife, then turned and walked out of the house, joining the others in the carriage.  He changed his coat back to a Rimohr uniform on the way.

"What did you just do?" Agent Nieto demanded.

"I had something personal to say to the man.  It's not your concern."

"It is if you've jeopardized our case!" Agent Boscarelli replied hotly.

"You just told us you don't have a case," David replied.  "Since you're not going to do anything to protect the child, I reminded the man that the government isn't the only place that punishment can come from."

"That wasn't a good idea, David," Sully said.  "He could file a complaint."

"Probably will," David agreed.

"And you're okay with that?" Mary inquired.

"If it also means he won't hurt his son again, absolutely," David replied.  "Your job is defined by the title of the agency you work for.  Your entire purpose for existing is child safety.  If a few parents have to wet their pants when you show up, that's not something that's going to concern me too much."

Mary stared at him.  "I don't think this is the right place for you to be working, Officer.  I don't think I'm comfortable with you accompanying us on any more cases.  You can return to your normal duties tomorrow."

"As you wish," David replied.  "Mind dropping me off at my house, so I can get my glidecar?  Just take the next left."

When they pulled up in front of Pendergrast Manor, they were all agape.

"You live here?"

"Yes.  I own the place."

"And you work as a Rimohr?"

"What am I supposed to do?  Sit around and play games all day?  Worry about making even more money?  I took a job with the Rimohrs to help people, to keep the bad guys away from the good guys.  All my money really means is that I'm a bit more focused on the point of my job than I am with keeping the bureaucrats happy.  Good day, Agents, Sully."

David walked down his driveway as the carriage pulled off.  He shook his head at the bullshit that took place.  He found Jailla waiting in a tree near his glidecar.

"You're home early."

"Yeah, well... the CSB fired me, so to speak.  I'm going back up to the school.  I'm now back on my normal Rimohr duties... well, I guess I am.  Unless they decide to fire me, too."

"What did you do?" Jailla asked.  David explained it to him.  "I doubt they would fire you for merely threatening the man."

"Wilson will have words for me."

"Almost certainly."



"You wanted to see me, sir?" David asked, entering Wilson's office.  It was Monday morning.  Wilson didn't work weekends, and David figured that was why this had waited so long.

Wilson was about to motion for Garibaldi, but Joe was already walking in the door.  He leaned silently against the filing cabinet.  Even if David hadn't already called him and told him about the incident, he'd heard about it from Sully over the weekend.

"I have here," Wilson said, "a report from the Child Safety Board.  It details an incident in which you threatened a man.  Is this true?"

"Is the report true?  I highly doubt it, since neither of the CSB agents were in the room when the incident took place," David replied.

"I also have a complaint from the man in question," Wilson continued.

"That is probably more accurate," David allowed.

"So you admit to threatening the man?" Wilson demanded.

"I explained the consquences of his actions on a personal level, yes sir.  Again, so long as he doesn't hurt his son again, he has nothing to worry about."

"Who the fuck do you think you are?" Wilson screamed.  "You can't just randomly go around threatening people to get your kicks!"

"The threat was hardly random, Agent Wilson.  Nor do I get off on threatening people," David replied.  "I would rather, however, the man be afraid of me than to have to pick up the child's dead body because the man believed no one would do anything to stop him."

David was calm, and didn't raise his voice in the slightest.  He was also not nervous or afraid.  The latter made Wilson angry.

For the next ten minutes, Wilson yelled, ranted, and threatened.  David had to stifle a yawn.

Finally, Wilson stopped to take a breath, and slumped back down in his chair.  He had been pacing his office for the last five minutes of his tirade.

"Are you done now?" David asked calmly.

"WHAT?" Wilson yelled.

"I asked if you were done."

"Am I boring you, Officer Intern Stroud?"

"Frankly, yes.  Do you actually think this is an effective disciplinary technique?  In order for this to work, I'd have to be afraid of making you angry.  I'm not.  You know that I'm not.  If you wanted to get across some point about the appropriate way to have interacted with the man, then you should schedule a training exercise, but screaming at me is completely ineffectual.  So, if you're going to punish me, punish me.  Otherwise, you are wasting the time of three government employees who really do have better things to do.  Or, at least two of us do."

The insult was not lost on Wilson.  "These two complaints will go permanently into your record.  I will be making a report to the Academy Commission concerning your behavior.  A big black mark will go in your file.  Your chances of ever becoming a Rimohr have just gotten significantly smaller.

"Any questions, Intern?"

"How's the boy?"

"What?" Wilson asked, genuinely confused.

"The little boy?  The one the man you are oh-so-concerned about broke the arm of?  How's he doing?"

"How the hell would I know?"

"Do you care?" David asked seriously.

"Not particularly," Wilson said dismissively.

"That's why I refuse to take you seriously," David said.  He then turned and walked out of the office without waiting to be dismissed.

Wilson stared after him, enraged at being so utterly disrespected by an underling.

"His career is over," Wilson spat.

Joe said nothing, instead choosing to leave the room.  He walked over and saw David sitting at his desk, calmly filling out paperwork.

"He can make it very hard for you to become a Rimohr, you know," Joe told him.

"Don't care," David replied.

"You don't care?" Vivian asked in surprise.

David looked up, pointing his InkyQuill toward Wilson's office.  "If that's what it means to be a Rimohr, if I have to have that attitude to do the job properly, I don't want the job.  I came here with the express intent of protecting innocent people from guilty people who want to do bad things to them.  I'm getting called to the carpet because I merely suggested that I might hurt someone, while that same someone is being let off scot-free for actually hurting someone.  Something is very wrong in Denmark when that is how the system works."

"We can't go around threatening people, whether they're guilty or not," Joe replied.

"Why not?" David asked.

"Because we're not the magistrate.  We don't get to decide on guilt or innocence, and because of that, we also don't get to decide on punishment."

"And if a citizen had made the same threat, what would have happened?"

"Not much."

"Exactly my point.  It's a sad day when the police have less rights than the people they protect."

"So, what, you want us to go around beating up everyone?"

"No, just the bad guys."

"That's not how we operate," Joe told him seriously.

"Yes, I see that.  What I also see is a society which takes us less and less seriously, has no fear of us anymore, and even less respect for our position.  Explain to me which part of that is something we should be striving to continue.  I've read the histories.  A hundred years ago, that man would have been pissing his pants the minute we stepped in his yard.  He wouldn't have dared to do something so utterly stupid as try to put hands on a Rimohr doing his duty.  Had he done so, he probably would not have survived the encounter.  I'm not talking about legends here, Joe, I'm talking about recorded case files and court documents.

"You told me, when I joined up, that no one challenges us.  That's bullshit.  We get challenged at nearly every crime we go to.  The warning that Jacob gave me when I was turned was old and out of date.  Nothing really bad would have happened to me had I resisted you guys when you arrested me.  Oh, you'd have still managed to catch me, but you wouldn't have done anything.

"Frankly, I don't know how long I will stick with this program.  This is why I wanted to be an intern, rather than a cadet.  The cadets aren't learning what the real casework is like.  Hell, I don't even know if Chloe's out of the Academy yet."

"Losing you would be a setback for the division," Joe said.  "Not to mention having wasted half a year of your time."

"I've got plenty to waste," David said.  "Better to waste half a year than seven of them," he said, looking at Vivian.

"You're angry right now.  Don't make decisions while you're angry," Joe counseled.

"I'm angry, yes.  But not because of Wilson.  You think anything he said in there angers me?  He's not even relevant to me anymore.  He's a bureaucrat.  When was the last case he actually worked on?  That theft in my fourth year?"

"That would be it," Joe confirmed.

"And that was for... what, like two hours?  He's not a cop.  He's a pencil pusher."

"All organizations need administrators, David," Joe said.

"Those administrators don't need to be sworn officers," David shot back.  "No agent worth his salt should want to be tethered to a desk.  Do you?"

"Hell no."

"All right, then.  Now, before you talk me into quitting this hell hole, where are we on finding the serial killer?"

"Nowhere.  We've got no idea where he went."

"Can't we just trace him?"

"No.  No trace has been put on him  He's not an unlicensed wizard, he's just a dark one."

"Right, I'd forgotten.  Okay... is there any way we'd know if he had come to Dugerra?"

"Not really, no."

"Did he take his car?"

"Nope."

"Shit.  This guy's good.  He knows we can track him.  He's probably not using credit cards, either.  He probably had a good stash of cash lying around, and he's moving using that.  Or he found a way to get a fake identity, and he'll be using that, instead.  He could steal credit cards, use those one or two times, and dump them.  This could take a very long time."

"Yes, it could."

"Shit."



"I thought being a Rimohr was important to you," Olissa said.  David hadn't related things to her the previous day because he was still too annoyed about the whole thing.  He had calmed down overnight, and so he discussed it with her after breakfast.

"Helping people is important to me.  I thought those were the same thing.  I may have been wrong."

"What did Joe say?"

"He actually hasn't given any advice.  He just encouraged me to stick with it."

"Maybe you should ask him how he deals with it."

"Maybe.  What are you working on today?"

"I have Healing class in an hour.  After that, I need to do some work on my Herbology.  I'm having some real difficulty figuring some of this out."

"Have you talked to Miss J about it?"

"No.  I... well, you and her seem to have some problems now, and I don't want to get in the middle of that."

David snorted.  "My problems with Miss J aren't something you need to worry about."

"But if she doesn't like you..."

"Oh, it's just the other way around.  She likes me a little too much."  David grinned, but seeing the look on Olissa's face, he said, "Don't worry about it.  But there'd be no problem if you went and talked to her."

"Okay."

David kissed her, and headed for his school office.  As he neared his office, he found a group of ten students facing off, four on one side and six on the other.  He unfortunately recognized the four.

One of them saw him coming, and they all started to move away.

"You make me chase you bastards, and I'll put every one if you in the infirmary for two days," David warned.  All of them froze in their tracks.

David arrived between the two groups.  He turned to the first four.

"So what is it you think you're preventing now?"

"These guys are starting a gang, just like The Clan.  We told them we weren't going to let them pull that shit again."

David turned to the six.  "Obviously you're all part of a group.  What are you doing?"

"None of your damned business.  We weren't causing any trouble until these bastards showed up."

"Everything... and I mean everything... that happens on this campus is my business.  Now answer the question."

"Fuck you."

"Roll up your sleeves."

"I don't take orders from you," the guy sneered.

"You do if you want to have all of your teeth," David warned.  "Roll up your sleeves now.  If I have to ask again, it will be after hexing you."  David pulled his wand, and he made sure the crackles that were escaping it were a little brighter than normal.  This was not difficult, as he was getting particularly annoyed.

David saw three Clan tattoos.

"Care to explain these?"

"I don't have to explain shit to you."

"You're right.  You don't, because you almost certainly won't be a student here by the end of the day."

David turned to the first four.  "I told you last semester, we don't need vigilante groups here.  You will report to Dean Lengel's office.  Now."

The four walked off toward the rock lift.

"You six will come with me."

"And if I don't?" the snotty one asked.

"Then you can wait here for Healer Hall to come and repair the damage to your body.  Don't try that 'you can't touch us' bullshit on me, jackass.  You've got about three seconds to start walking before I hurt you, badly, and carry your sorry ass to the dean's office.  Now move."

The six started walking.  When they arrived at Beckett Hall, Tracy was a little nonplussed.

"Ten of them all at once?"

"Group problem."

"It's going to get a bit crowded in the dean's office if she needs to involve the Board..."

David nodded.

"Take them across the hall into the meeting room.  I'll have Dean Lengel join you."

"Thanks, Tracy."

"No problem."

David prodded them all into the room and told them to sit.  The snotty one refused.

"You can't make me sit, asshole."

David waved his wand, and the boy collapsed to the floor.  David grabbed him by the coat and slammed him, very hard, into a chair.

"Yes, I can, you stupid little shit.  Maybe, if you're very lucky, I'll reverse the spell.  In a couple weeks."

"David?  What have we got?"

David took a deep breath as he rose.  He needed to calm down from dealing with the idiot.

"These four are our vigilante friends from last semester.  They were once again stepping into things that they should have simply reported and walked away from."

"I see.  How far did they get?"

"No one was hexing anyone just yet when I showed up."

"Okay.  You four will serve two days of detention this weekend.  Show up no later than nine in the morning on Saturday.  The next time we have to remind you that you aren't school security, it'll be a week.  You four are dismissed."

The vigilantes left quickly, not wanting to be too near to David's wrath just then.

"What's the deal with this one?" Dean Lengel asked.

"He doesn't know how to keep his mouth shut," David replied.

"Ah."

"And the six of them as a group?"

"According to our friends who just left, these six are forming a gang on campus.  Given the markings on three of them, I would suggest they are reestablishing a gang on campus.  Roll up your sleeves," David ordered.  He glowered menacingly at the troublemaker, who glared at him, but rolled up his sleeves.  The three tattoos were obvious.

"Dean Lengel, I will not go through what we went through last year.  I want these three expelled.  Immediately."

"For what violation of the school rules?"

"Being part of a criminal organization isn't a violation of the school rules?  The Clan has committed extortion, property destruction, racketeering, and murder.  And those are just the things we know about.  Removing a tattoo magically is child's play, so if these three were no longer in The Clan, they would have removed these marks.  That makes them currently active members."

"I'll have to ask the Board of Discipline about this, David.  I can't expel them on your request alone."

"As you say, ma'am," David replied stiffly.

Dean Lengel looked at him, then left the room to go convene the Board.

"This is total bullshit, dude.  We weren't doing anything."

"I don't care," David told him bluntly.  "You would have been, and I'll be quite happy to get rid of you before you have the chance."

"You're dead meat, man," the snotty one said.

David snorted.  "I'm a demighost, shit-for-brains.  There is literally nothing you can threaten me with.  What are you going to do, kill me?  Already there, asshole."

"There are worse things than death," the guy suggested.

"None that a candy-ass little shit like you is capable of," David replied dismissively.

"I ain't the only member of The Clan, fucker," the guy said.  "And I ain't the strongest member, either."

"I haven't seen a single Clan member that could stand up, toe to toe, with a remedial fourth-year.  Don't try to frighten me, dickweed.  You haven't got anything to back it up with.  Now shut up until the dean gets back."

It wasn't long before the Board of Discipline arrived in the room, with Dean Lengel following them.  The dean explained the issue to the Board, including David's demand.  The marks on the students' arms were still visible.

"You called it a demand, Madame Dean.  What will happen, Mr. Stroud, if we don't expel these students?"

"I will have each of them followed constantly by a member of security until they are caught in an activity you will expel them for.  I am one-hundred-percent certain that they will eventually commit an actual crime.  I am trying to prevent the other students from being hurt.  I repeatedly tried to do that last year.  Please tell me that you have more sense than last year's Board of Discipline."

"I was a member of last year's Board," one of the members sniffed.

"I'm well aware of that.  I was hoping you'd grown a brain by now."

"And what are these students supposed to do with their lives if we expel them?"

"That is not my problem.  This school is my problem.  The safety of two thousand other students, who are not security risks, is my problem.  By removing these six... or at the very least, these three, you increase the safety of those students in a measurable way.  The Clan is a known criminal enterprise.  Over forty Clan members have been sent to Barnard Hill already.  They still hold with an attitude of superiority, as evidenced by the obstinacy this one has demonstrated toward school security from the moment I started talking with him."

"And you hexed me for it!"

"Damn right, and if you keep it up, I'll hex you again."

"Might I ask, what did you hex him with?"

"He's currently unable to stand up.  He claimed that I couldn't make him sit down in the chair.  I chose to prove him wrong."

"Don't you think that was a bit harsh?"

"My response to that, sir, is a number."

"Excuse me?"

"Seventeen dead students and staff," David replied simply.

That put a very cold chill on the room indeed.

"I will not be party to that sort of thing again.  If I have to take the Clan down by myself, I will, but it is going to be brutal and ugly, and Clan members are going to be hexed with vicious regularity.  It will be safer for them," he said, indicating the Clan members in the room, "if you expel them."

"You're advertising the fact that you plan on doing harm to students."

"Not students.  Criminals.  Get it through your heads:  Clan members are criminals.  There is no legitimate reason for belonging to The Clan.  The Clan has only one purpose: to commit crime.  It's like suggesting there's a non-lethal purpose for being on a firing squad.  Either you're there to kill someone, or help someone kill someone.  In The Clan's case, you are either there to commit a crime, or help cover up a crime."

"We'll need to discuss this."

"I'm sure you will," David replied sarcastically.

As the Board left, Dean Lengel walked over to David.  "You seem more agitated than this one incident should account for.  Is something wrong?"

"Trouble with my other job.  Nothing to worry about."

"You're my friend, David.  I worry."

David smiled at her, but it was weak.  Quietly, he said, "Thanks, Emile."

She put her hand on his arm, then stepped back to her previous spot.

The Board took more than ten minutes before they came back in.

"The Board's decision does not need to be unanimous, and in this case, it wasn't.  The three students with Clan markings are hereby expelled from Woodward Academy.  It is the majority opinion of the board that you have violated school policy.

"As to the other three, without more proof they are involved in gang activity, we can't expel them.  And, as you didn't actually catch them doing anything, we can't punish them.  Those three are free to go."

"If you know what's good for you," David said, "You'll keep going, all the way back to where you came from.  Security will be watching you."

"Also, Mr. Stroud, the board wishes to reprimand you for your actions concerning this student.  Hexing is not permitted."

"Thankfully, the board has no authority to reprimand me," David said coldly.  "So your opinion of my actions is worth less than an Earth penny in a Dugerran shop.  The contract I signed specifically states that the only entity to which I have to answer is the Dean's office.  Now, if she wants me to step down from my post, she can ask, but I will not change the way I deal with The Clan in the slightest because it makes you folks uneasy.  Let me repeat myself: I am not going to have another seventeen dead people on my conscience.  Maybe you can live with it, but I have enough nightmares already, without adding more."

As David was about to leave the room, Dean Lengel stopped him.  "Could you at least give him his legs back?  So he actually can leave the school?"

"If you insist," David replied, waving his hand and muttering, "Zurruken."  With that, he left the room.

"Madame Dean," the board leader said, "I think you need to have a serious discussion with him about his actions."

Dean Lengel waited for the students to leave before responding to the board member's comment.

"I did.  A long one, that involved what he went through after last year's battle, and what he went through when he accidentally killed someone doing his Rimohr job.  I understand he's also had to kill one more person doing that job.  No one here has the same perspective on The Clan as he does.  No one here has the same perspective on death as he does.  I think his perspective on death is probably a great deal clearer than ours, and I'm not going to question his motivation when it comes to preventing more of it.

"I trust Chief Stroud to handle things at an appropriate level.  That level may not be one you're entirely comfortable with, but we tried being 'comfortable' with discipline last year.  You saw what it got us.  I will not second guess someone who has the experience and the training to know what works, and what doesn't.  Remember, Chief Stroud is also a Rimohr.  He has been to their academy, he is training with one of their officers.  He brings to the job more knowledge than any Chief of Security that Woodward has had in its entire existence.  I think, quite frankly, that his judgment on how to handle the situation is probably much better thought out than yours."

"Then why don't we just let him dish out the punishments?" the old member of the board asked snidely.

"Because the Education Ministry won't let him," Dean Lengel said.  "Yes, I asked.  They insist that the disciplinary procedures of the school be handled by faculty and the dean.  Besides, as he himself points out, disciplinary procedures can't be decided by just one type of voice.  He knows that there needs to be a moderating voice to his.  That doesn't mean he's going to agree with you, nor does he expect you to agree with him.  He does, however, expect that you give him the respect due him as Chief of Security.  The fact that you chose to disrespect him so obviously is what made him angry, and rightfully so.  You had no place commenting on his behavior in front of students.  You undermine the authority of his position and make his job harder by doing so, and that affects every student in this school.   Every last one of you should be ashamed of your behavior.  Now, this Board of Discipline is dismissed."



David grumbled to himself about once again being called down to Bolmont.  Joe hadn't said it was about a case, which David took to mean it was more administrative crap.

Joe was waiting for David at the entrance to the division office, and he walked over and got in the glidecar before David could get out.

"What's up?" David asked.

"You heard of Jane Bullock?"

"Name's familiar, for some reason..."

"Member of the King's Council for the Bolmont District."

"Oh, okay, that's where I know it from.  Met her once."

"Really?"

"When Ellen and I applied for the Peg Riding Guild, Bullock was there to oppose us."

"Ah.  So you two don't get along."

David shrugged.  "She withdrew her opposition in the end.  I haven't got anything against her, really.  What's this about?"

"Her daughter's been kidnapped."

"Fuck."

"Yeah."

"How old?"

"Sixteen."

"We know anything?"

"Quite a bit, apparently, but I was waiting for you before going over."

"Right.  Why didn't you tell me this was a case when you called?  I could have met you at her house."

"How would you have found it?"

"Joe, really?  You should know by now that I try to be prepared for shit like that.  I have a map of Bolmont in the storage compartment."

"Oh.  Well, I just think it looks better if we arrive together, anyway."

"Whatever," David said with a bemused chuckle.

The two arrived at the Bullock house rapidly enough, and exited the glidecar.  The two house guards, provided by the government, stepped aside immediately as the Rimohrs approached.

"Officers," Bullock greeted them.  She shook their hands in turn.  "Do I know you?" she asked David.

"Yes, ma'am.  David Stroud.  We met last year in the King's throne room."

"Oh, yes, now I remember.  You're a Rimohr now?  What happened to your guild?"

"The guild still exists.  I can't make a living running that."

"Of course," she said.  "You'll excuse me, I'm a little scattered at the moment.  Whatever you need to know, just ask, otherwise I'm likely to ramble."

"When was your daughter taken?"

"On her way to ad school this morning.  Her carriage was hijacked."

"Any idea who did it?"

"Yes.  They left a message with the carriage driver."  She produced the note, and David looked it over, then handed it to Joe.

"So, what does this Terry Benedict got against you?  All it says in the note is, 'You know what I want.'"

"Terry Benedict is a businessman of the worst sort, the kind you'd expect to find in New York or Chicago, if you know what I mean."

"A crook, in other words."

"Yes."

"Not a very smart one, though.  He signed the damned note."

"No, he's not terribly bright.  He thinks I'm the one responsible for blocking his business from getting started.  He wants to open a major casino here in Bolmont, but has been refused a permit to do so."

"Why?"

"He intends the facility to remain open all night.  That's a violation of the law."

"And he couldn't just... close at two, like the bars?"

"He claims this will cause major revenue shortfalls."

"Okay... so why is he blaming you?"

"He was seeking to have the law changed.  I refused to present his request to the Council.  Because he lives in this district, I have to be the one to present it."

"Why did you refuse to present it?"

"Because it's not a legitimate request.  He's asking to have a law changed to favor a single individual.  That sort of thing isn't allowed.  The king would strike down such a law as soon as he learned of it, and rightly so."

"So he wants you to present this law change to the Council, in return for your daughter's safety."

"No, the law actually has to pass.  I know what you were thinking, that I could just tell them about it, we would publicize a discussion of it, with ultimate rejection... but he made it clear to me that he 'knew' I could get that law changed, and that if I didn't he'd... well, do this, apparently."

"He threatened you?"

"In the way of his kind of businessman, yes.  Not something so direct that you could report it.  Just enough to know he meant to cause you serious trouble."

"Right.  Do we have an address on this joker?" David asked Joe.

"We do, but we already sent Rimohrs out to his house.  There's no one there.  He's cleared out even his two servants.  He's probably got some hiding spot away from here."

"How much time did he say in that note?" David asked.  Joe looked down.

"He didn't."

David asked Councilor Bullock, "Any idea how impatient this bastard is?"

"I don't think he'll wait very long, unfortunately.  Please, get Kristen back.  She's about as political as dry toast, and she won't understand all of this."

"We'll do our best, ma'am."

"Thank you very much."



Once back in the office, Joe said, "So, what do you do?"

David considered.  "Have we researched Benedict's real estate holdings, see if he owns other homes here?"

"Working on it," Tom told him from across the room.

"There's no way to locate a wizard?  None at all?  I mean, this guy has confessed to committing the crime already, I would think his privacy is right out the window..."

"No direct way, no.  A wizard has to be traced in order for us to find them.  He wasn't being traced."

"The way you worded that suggests there is an indirect way..."

"We would be allowed to use divination in this case, but we already tried it, and he's using an impediveur."

"What level was your proraziveur?"

"Prorazi-what?"

David rolled his eyes.  "Vivian, who's our favorite junior magistrate?"  Junior magistrates handled most of the minor administrative tasks for the Callamandian court system.  They required the same qualifications as a magistrate, but didn't have the seniority.

"Holt," she told him.  "She's very Rimohr-friendly."

"Can I get an appointment with her quickly?"

"Just ask Nancy to set it up," Joe told him.  "Her, you will need to tell that you're an intern.  I'll have to go with you."

David nodded.



"Officers, what can I do for you today?" the lovely black woman asked.  She had a British accent, which seemed out of place, but was very charming.

"Magistrate Holt," David said.  "I'm Rimohr Intern David Stroud, this is Agent Joe Garibaldi.  Sorry to take up your time, but I need a Royal Permit."

"Oh?  First, you are an intern?"

"Yes, ma'am.  I've been working with the Rimohrs since last June, but I am not a full officer.  Agent Garibaldi is my training supervisor."

"Refresh my memory, Agent Garibaldi.  The limitations on Officer Stroud's authority?"

"He's not allowed to arrest anyone.  Beyond that, he has full authority so long as he's accompanied by another full Rimohr."

Magistrate Holt nodded.  Turning back to David, she asked, "And what do you need the permit for?"

"I need to do some blockbusting."

"I see.  You are aware that only a licensed proraziveur can get a permit for that?"

"There's that word again.  What the heck is it?" Joe asked.  He had moderated his speech, since he was in front of a magistrate.

"A proraziveur, Agent Garibaldi, is someone who is trained to break through an impediveur's magic.  They're not common because the only way to use the skill legally is to have a Royal Permit from either a magistrate, or certain government officials."

David pulled out his wizarding license and handed it over.

"Level 4?  Impressive," she said.  "When were you tested?"

"Last... February or March, I think it was.  It's been a busy year, sorry."

"Quite all right.  Who are you seeking to view, and why?"

David explained the situation to her as succinctly as he could.

Magistrate Holt frowned at the story, then nodded.  "So you're hoping to locate the girl before something bad happens."

"Assuming something bad has not already happened."

"Right.  Very well, I will issue the permit.  You realize, of course, that the permit will take a day to be officially filed, but you don't need to wait.  I am giving you verbal authorization to proceed, due to the time-sensitive nature of the situation."

"Thank you, Your Honor."

Magistrate Holt smiled at him.  "Good to meet you, Officer Stroud, Agent Garibaldi.  Good luck finding the girl."

As they were heading back to the office, Joe asked, "Why did you get that license?"

"Because my professors made me test for it," David said, without bothering to explain it all.  "In any case, it looks like it might come in handy."

"Yeah."

Once they arrived back at the office, David went into the Quiet Room.  he pulled his crystal ball from his Conjuring Room and then settled into the chair, the orb in front of him on the table.

What David had to do was a little tricky.  Crystallomancy was a future-prediction form of divination, but David really needed to know what was happening right now.  His hydromancy skills were minimal, so he couldn't use that.  He would have to attempt to see a very short distance into the future, like an hour or perhaps even a minute, to see if he could find them.

They had gotten a picture of Kristen Bullock from her mother, and there was a picture of Terry Benedict in his government file, so David focused on the two of them.  He pushed his mind forward, into the crystal ball.  He had to fight his way past strong levels of anti-divination magic.  Though it would take him a while, he could sense that he would be able to break this block.  Why Benedict had not chosen to use a stronger impediveur, David didn't know, but he was glad he hadn't.  He didn't know how else they would have found the girl in time.

Getting past the blocks, David found that he still couldn't see either Benedict or Kristen.  He considered for a moment, then realized what that might mean.  He pushed his mind further outward, reaching past Dugerra, and past Haven.  His mind started to ply the future possibilities of Earth, and it was only then that images started to appear.

Where is she? he asked himself.  He could see that she was safe, though terrified and uncomfortable, since she was tied up and gagged.  No matter how hard he tried, he couldn't identify the location of her prison.  David decided to try something different.

Pulling out of his crystal ball, David put it away, and called forth another item from his Conjuring Room.  He hadn't had call to use these very much, and he didn't know if it would work or not.

David opened the box, and he pulled out the rune cubes from inside.  He needed to divine the past now, and runic interpretation was the only way to do that.  What he was doing now was a skill he'd learned in Advanced Divination Techniques: the ability to create a runic message to be interpreted.  Normally, one would use already-existing runes to discern what had happened around them, but when runes weren't available, it was possible to "do it yourself", in a sense.

David was not especially good with this particular skill.  He decided to find out if anyone else in the office had better abilities.  Asking around, no one did.  Concerned, David returned to the Quiet Room and stared down at the runes.

Might as well try.  I've got nothing to lose.  If I can't figure out where she is, it's all a waste.

David held his hands over the runes, and began a long spell.  He had long ago memorized the spell, as it was always the same for creating runic messages.  His mind focused on what he wanted to know.  The runes on the table floated and then shifted about, spinning and aligning until they were showing the right runes, in the right order.  They settled down, and David let his hands drop.

This was, of course, only half the task.  Now he had to figure out what the runes were telling him.  A few seconds later, he'd slipped into the trance that would let him interpret the message.  It didn't take too long to get what little he could out of it.

David cleaned up and headed back out to the main room.

"He's taken her to Earth."

"Aw, shit," Joe spat.

"Where in Earth?" Vivian asked.

"I don't know, exactly.  No matter how hard I tried, my vision wouldn't give me that.  I was, however, able to get the license plate number of the car he was driving when he took her there."

"It's a start," Vivian said.

"We'll need to communicate with the FBI on this one," David told Joe.

Joe just nodded.  "Let's get going."



Despite Benedict's apparent lack of sophistication in trying to hide from the law, it still took the FBI a full day to find him hiding out in a small town in Ohio.  David and Joe flew there immediately.

When they arrived in Buxton, Ohio, they stopped in at the sheriff's office.  The town was too small to have its own police force.

"Something I can do for you folks?" the sheriff asked brusquely.

"We're Rimohrs.  We're after a kidnapper."

"Oh, yeah.  The FBI called us about that.  Don't worry, we're already setting up to take him down."

"I don't think you understand, Sheriff," David said.  "This is our case."

"Anything happens in my county, it's my case, and I deal with it," the man said sourly.  "I don't need any punk-ass weirdos from out of town to help me."

Joe could tell David was about to go off on the sheriff.  He touched David's shoulder.  When David looked, Joe said, "Cooperation, remember?"

"Uh-huh."  He turned back to the sheriff.  "Sheriff Troy, I don't think you really understand what you're up against.  There's a reason this is our case, and you and your men need to stand down and not get in our way.  A young girl's life is at stake."

"Nobody tells me how to run my county," the sheriff said darkly.  "I think you two had best be moving along."

"I'm afraid we can't do that, Sheriff," David said.  "We have our job to do."

"Gomez, Jackson," the sheriff said, motioning to the Rimohrs.  Both deputies pulled their guns and pointed them at the Rimohrs.  The sheriff said, "I tried to be polite about it, but you two just weren't listening."

David raised his hand in front of Joe.  "No," he told Joe.  "You've got nothing that can protect you from those."

Joe nodded, and mimicked David, who had his hands raised.

Deputy Gomez came over and handcuffed both men, then sat them down heavily in chairs.

"Now, you two are going to sit right there and wait while we take care of business."

David looked over at Joe.  "Are we done 'cooperating' with these yahoos now?"

"Yes, I think we are."

David nodded, then closed his eyes.  In a second, his handcuffs were teleported from around his wrists to sitting on the sheriff's desk.

"What the-" the sheriff started.

As David rose from his seat, Gomez started to draw his weapon.  David used sem and ripped the gun from the man's hand.  David unloaded the weapon and dropped it on the floor.

"You don't seem to understand, Sheriff Troy," David said coldly, "That we outrank you in every conceivable way.  Not only do you not have the authority to arrest us, you don't have the ability.  Any mediocre wizard could completely wipe the floor with your entire department, single-handed.  The federal penitentiary has no cell that could hold one of us.  The man you are going up against could kill every last one of you without breaking a sweat.  Your only advantage is your gun, and you saw how easily I took care of that problem."

Jackson pulled his baton and came at David.  David blasted him with an energy ball that knocked him across the room, tumbling across three desks before he finally wound up on the floor.

"If I were in a bad mood, that would have killed him.  You people are getting me there damned quickly.  Now, strip."

"What?" the sheriff asked.

"Take off your clothes.  All of you."

"Fuck off," one of the other deputies said.

"Fine, we can do it the faster way."  David closed his eyes for a brief fraction of a second, then made a strange gesture with his hand.  Suddenly, every article of clothing on any deputy in the room was lying in a heap in the middle of the floor.

"What was the fucking purpose of that?" Sheriff Troy demanded, trying to cover himself.

"To humiliate the fuck out of you, quite frankly," David replied.  "And to let you know just how woefully outclassed you are.  Now, you're going to march back into the back and lock yourselves into the cells."

"How are we supposed to get out?"

"That's not my problem.  If I'm feeling generous, I'll come back once we've finished our business and let you free.  But we are Rimohrs, we have a job to do, and I'm not going to let you get in the way of it."

"And if I choose not to walk back there?" Troy asked.

"Then you will never walk again for the rest of your worthless little life," David replied coldly.

Troy decided to walk back there.

David closed and locked all of the cells, then returned to free Joe.

"You know we have to let them out when we're done, right?"

"I fully expect them to be released by one of the other deputies by then," David replied.  "Come on, let's go get Kristen."



Finding the house had not been all that difficult.  Encouraging the three officers surrounding it to go away was scarcely more so.

David and Joe knelt behind a shrub and discussed ways to get into the house.

"Might this be a time where we should make use of the fact that I'm a demighost, and just send me in there invisibly?"

"But then you can't testify to what you see inside," Joe replied.

"Do I really need to?  He left a signed note.  Not to mention, Kristen can testify to what she's seen.  If necessary, I can always just become visible for a short time while I'm in there.  I can then testify to what I saw while visible."

"Fair enough.  It's probably the safest move.  I don't think Wilson would approve, but he's not here, and I am.  The girl's safety is your ultimate priority, David."

"I know that.  We can always arrest Benedict later, if necessary.  It's very hard to un-kill someone."

"Right.  Okay, go for it."

David faded to invisibility and walked over to the house.  He slipped right through the door and walked around.  He looked into each room, seeing who was there, and also looking for Kristen.  He moved upstairs.  He found Benedict playing poker with two other men, who looked to be subordinates.  Kristen was nowhere to be found.

David moved up to the attic, and still didn't find her.  Next, he headed down to the basement, and still there was no sign of her.

Hidden room of some kind?  Maybe I need to start sticking my head through walls.

David did just this, walking with his body actually inside of a wall, tilting his head left and right to investigate either side of the wall.  Finally, he found her in a hidden closet in the den.

David pulled himself fully into the room, and faded to solid form.  Kristen saw him, and looked at him with fear.  She hadn't yet registered his uniform.

David pulled off Kristen's gag.

"Who are you?" she asked after coughing a couple times.

"Officer David Stroud, Rimohrs.  Want to get out of here?"

"Hell yes," she said.

"Okay."  David pulled out his wand and dissolved her bonds.  She stood up shakily, rubbing her wrists.

"In order to get you out of here safely, I'm going to have to ghost you.  Your body will be able to pass through walls.  This will be a little uncomfortable for you, but it's better than getting shot."

"Yeah," she agreed.

David gently took her by the arm and faded himself.  Kristen gasped as the transition took place.

"Now what?" she asked.

"Just follow me."

David had plotted a route out of the house that would keep them clear of the other men in the house.  When they got outside, David returned to solid form.  Kristen gasped at the discomfort caused by the second transition, as well.

Sticking against the side of the house, David motioned Joe over.  Joe kept in a crouch and ran across the yard.

"There are only three of them.  They're all upstairs, in one of the bedrooms that's been converted to... I don't know what you'd call it.  A sitting room, I guess.  Table, chairs, just a place to lounge around.  In any case, it's the second door on the right from the top of the stairs."

"Kristen," Joe started, "how many men have you seen?"

"Just the three.  The two that kidnapped me, and the boss-guy."

Joe nodded.  David asked, "Can we afford to leave her here?"

"You know better."

"I thought not.  How do you want to do this?  Call them out?"

"That just invites a battle."

"How about an illusion?" David asked.

"What did you have in mind?"

David told him, and he approved.

David stepped far enough away from the house to see into the second floor windows.  He found the one occupied by the three men, and concentrated.  He formed an illusion inside the room.

"Boss," one of the subordinates said, panicked, "fire!"

"Shit!" Benedict said.  "Let's get the fuck out of here.  Benny, you grab the girl.  Don't risk your neck for the bitch, though.  If you can't get to her, no big deal.  Come on!"

The three men rushed from the room, and dashed down the stairs.  Benedict and the one man headed straight for the front door.  Benny headed for the den.

As the two men came out of the house, Joe, who was peeking around the corner of the house, shouted, "Rimohrs!  Drop to the ground immediately!"

The subordinate turned and tried to yank his wand.  David, who was standing near the trees and as yet unseen, zapped the man with a lightning bolt hex that had him writhing on the ground in less than a second.

Benedict's head snapped from where Joe's voice had come from, to where the hex had come from, and back.  He immediately raised his hands.

"On your knees, Benedict!" Joe shouted.

At that point, Benny emerged from the house.

"Boss, she wasn't - what the fuck?"

"On your knees, punk!" Joe hollered.

Benny turned and fired at Joe, having pulled his wand earlier in preparation for untying the girl.  The blast hit the corner of the house, but Joe was not hurt.

Benny was, however, as David's energy ball slammed into him and sent him flying back into the house.  Benny rolled around on the floor, groaning in pain and agony.  David walked back across the yard to stand over Benedict while Joe brought Kristen out from hiding.

"How the fuck did you get her out?" Benedict demanded.

"That wasn't even that difficult," David told him.  "You're as incompetent a wizard as you are a corrupt businessman, Benedict."

"And you're under arrest," Joe continued, "For kidnapping.  Hands out."

David and Joe wrapped up their work, and put Benedict in the truck.  Joe rode in the back with him while Kristen rode up front with David.

"Thanks, you guys.  I didn't think he was gonna just let me go when they were done with whatever they were doing.  What were they doing?"

"Trying to get your mom to have a law changed."

"And they used me to blackmail her?"

"Basically."

"Assholes."

David smirked.  "That's a good description of most criminals."

Kristen giggled.  "Yeah, I guess.  What was your name again?"

"David Stroud."

"I've heard of you.  My best friend's sister went to school with you."

"Oh?  Who was she?"

"Mitzi Hopper."

David thought hard.  He said, "I know the name, but I never talked with her."

"Maybe not, but she knew all about you.  I guess you're pretty popular at the school."

"Infamous may be more appropriate," David said with a chuckle.

"Oh, bullshit, David," Joe interjected.  "That school loves you."

David snorted.  "Sometimes it does, and sometimes it doesn't.  In any case, yeah, I've been pretty visible."

"That's cool.  I'm gonna go to Woodward in a couple years, if I can get in."

"Good luck."

"Thanks.  And thanks for making sure I had the chance."  She looked back at Benedict.  "Fucking dirtbag."

Benedict said nothing.



 

David stood in the middle of Simon Atherton's living room.  Joe was standing at the front door, watching David work.  Joe had learned, over the years, that David had a real knack for finding the important pieces of evidence.  It was a skill that Joe had worked hard to develop in himself, but David seemed to do it naturally.

"The FBI went through his computer?" David asked, turning it on. 

"Yeah.  They found a plane reservation to Albuquerque, New Mexico, but nothing further has come from that."

"Do they know if he actually took the flight?"

"Yes, his name was on the list of passengers."

"He's not disguising himself.  Either he doesn't know how, or he's not worried about us following him," David said.

"How likely is it that he simply doesn't know how?"

"Pretty likely, actually.  I mean, you can only use cash for so many things.  You can't book a hotel room or an airline flight without showing identification.  Your average person doesn't know how to fake a driver's license.  It's easier to hide in Dugerra."

"Really?  Even with so many more people here?"

"Dugerra doesn't keep track of people quite so closely.  At the Slyther Inn, if you want to, you just pay granas for your room, and you never sign anything.  In Earth, they will demand a credit card, just in case you damage the room, raid the mini-bar, or make long distance phone calls.  There's always a signature and an electronic trail."

"You think maybe he might have gone to Dugerra, then?"

"I wouldn't bet against it.  What's this guy's training level?"

"He's a conjurer."

"Okay, so he's a citizen, he could go there and live.  But that makes no sense.  He went to Albuquerque.  In order to live in Dugerra there, he'd have to immigrate to Mirelia, and that would leave a trail."

"Maybe he's just hiding out, without becoming a resident?"

"But Mirelia's mostly a coastal country.  The interior has almost no settlements... except... shit."

"What?"

"The temples."

"What about them?"

"If he applied to become a novitiate, or whatever they call them, they wouldn't have asked him any questions, and wouldn't have registered it anywhere.  The Temple of the Air is right near where Albuquerque would be."

"You think he's hiding out as a monk?"

"I think acolyte was the term they used.  It's been a few years since I was there."

"You've been to a Mirelian temple?"

"All five of the public ones, actually."

"Damn, you get around."

"I was on vacation with Olissa."

Joe nodded.

"We need to go there and see if we can't find him.  I have a feeling we have to do something about letting the Mirelian government know we're coming, don't we?"

"Have to?  No, but it's polite for us to do so."

"Can we do that today?"

"Today's Saturday.  We'll have to wait until Monday."

"Shit."

"He's not likely to kill anyone while he's hiding," Joe reminded David.

"I know, but there's still a chance.  Besides, I had to put this damned case off for too long as it is, what with the kidnapping, that wasted week with the CSB, and the shit with my hearing.  We should have had this fucker already."

"Everything in its own time," Joe told him.

"Uh-huh.  Let's go back to Dugerra.  Since I can't do any case work, I should probably get started on my school work."

"Good idea."



 











	

	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 6


Chapter 9: February


"Shit, did you guys leave anything in the house?" David asked, looking at the piles and boxes of items in the room.

"No," the magical examiner replied.  "Everything that wasn't nailed down, we brought here.  We need to find hard evidence of this man's guilt.  Right now, all we have is circumstantial evidence, which he will claim could point to anyone."

"Except it couldn't, because he's the only one who meets every piece of evidence."

"But he'll try not to let you hammer that point home.  He'll try to break it up, show that any one piece doesn't necessarily point to him.  He'll try to confuse the issues.  Unless we've got something solid, it's going to be tough."

"But the only really solid evidence we could have had would be DNA on the bodies, and he didn't leave any," David objected.

"True.  So we need the other kind of hard evidence."

"Such as?"

"Trophies from his victims.  If he kept anything of theirs, then that's a pretty clear indication he's the killer."

"Right.  And you're hoping it's somewhere in all this crap."

"Yes."

"So... what did you need me for?"

The man pointed to the computer.  "The person we had in the lab who knew how those things worked moved back to Earth.  I can turn it on, but I don't have enough knowledge to search it for information.  I'm told you have a decent familiarity with them."

"I can look through his files, sure.  If he's put in any kind of serious security software, though, I won't be able to get through that.  If it's that bad, we can send it to the FBI, though."

"Right."

"Okay, I'll look through this.  Let me know if you find anything."

The examiner nodded, and David turned the computer on.  As the examiner was a Rimohr, David was still able to operate in his Rimohr capacity.  Joe was on his way to Mirelia.  After notifying the Mirelian government, they had contacted the nearest Rimohr office to Hewakaya, the Temple of the Air.  They had gone and arrested Simon Atherton, and Joe would bring him back to Callamandia for trial.  It would be nearly the end of the week before Joe would return, and he'd told David to continue doing the investigative work while he was gone.

David started digging into the computer files.  The man had a fair collection of porn, which wasn't terribly interesting to David.  He was as interested in naked girls as the next guy, but since he could see one of several girls naked at any particular moment, and then interact with them, photos just weren't that captivating.

There were letters to Simon's brother in prison, and David read through each of those carefully.  There was mention of a "project", but it went into no specifics, just saying that the project was continuing, or that it had hit a snag.  David made note of each time the project was mentioned, and in what way.  The letters had nothing else that appeared useful, being mostly about frustrations at work and with his landlord.

Looking at the list of comments concerning the project, David flipped to another page in his notebook, which contained the dates of the murders.  He flipped back and forth between the two.

"Son of a bitch," David murmured.

"You got something?" the examiner asked, having heard him.

"Nothing conclusive.  Just another of those, 'I know you did it, but this doesn't really prove it,' kind of clues."

"Oh, yeah, I hate those."

"Tell me about it," David grumbled, then went back into the computer files.

It took several hours of digging before David ran across the important directory.

"Bingo," David said.

"What've you got?" the examiner said, walking over.

David pulled up a graphic.  It was a unicursal hexagram, marked up with distances and angles.

"How does that really tell us anything?" the man asked.

"These are the precise measurements of the relative positions of the victims' bodies, down to the foot.  He would need to know these angles to orient the bodies the way he had.  Plus, this isn't all."

David flipped to another graphic in the directory.  In it was a map of Winding River.  The travel gate was marked on it.  So was another spot, with a line between it and the travel gate, along with a distance indicator, and a compass direction.

"What would this be?" the examiner asked.

"The center of the pattern," David said.  He quickly opened up the man's graphics program, copied the two images to a new one, and then overlaid the one on top of the other.  "See how this fits?  You put these two images together in this way, and they mark the exact location of every victim."

"You're sure he couldn't claim to have gotten this from news coverage?"

"We've never released any information to anyone.  Even the FBI doesn't have this positioning information.  On this case, we've been a black hole.  We've taken lots of information in, but we haven't really given anything out.  No, the only way for him to know this shit is for him to have planned it."

"But could he make that claim?  That he only worked out the details for someone, and they did the killing?"

"I suppose."

"Did any of this tell you why he's doing this, anyway?"

"Actually, yeah.  There's an essay in here.  Apparently, he is trying to turn someone into a wizard.  I would guess probably his brother, the one in jail."

"You can do that?" the man asked incredulously.

"I doubt it, but that's what the essay claims.  But you have to use the life energy of some twelve other people to do it.  See, he intended to kill each one, then he casts an enchantment over their dead body when it's in exactly the right spot.  Once he'd had all twelve, supposedly he would stand at the very center and cast another spell, which would then absorb the life energy of those twelve and turn it into the ability to control magic in the targeted individual.

"If it worked, of course, then his brother could have simply used magic to get out of prison."

"That's crazy," the man said, not meaning the killer was insane, but that such a thing might be possible.  "If that actually works... people would try it.  I know they would."

"Atherton did."

"Does the essay say that the people had to all be the same?"

"No.  I imagine that was simply Atherton's doing.  Probably they looked like a woman who had royally pissed him off at some point."

"Old girlfriend, maybe."

"Or a woman who rejected him.  Or, hell, who knows, maybe they resembled his mother when she was younger, and his mother abused him.  It could be anything."

"But, back to the case... we still can't prove he killed them.  Only that he was definitely involved."

"Yeah.  I think I'm going to go back out to the house.  I know you guys went over it thoroughly, but maybe you missed something.  Did you look for secret hiding spots?"

"Within reason.  We didn't break open walls or anything."

"Okay.  That's what I want to focus on.  Maybe he has a secret stash there in the house.  The police in Springfield are still trying to find out if he has a storage locker of some kind where he might have kept stuff.  I have a feeling this guy would have kept it all closer to home, though."

"Good luck," the man said.



"So, what are we looking for?" Vivian asked.  Joe was still on his way to Mirelia, so Vivian was acting as his supervising agent.

"Hidden spaces."

"How do we do that?"

"Honestly?  We're going to cheat."

"What do you mean?"

"I'm going to ghost myself and walk back and forth through the building."

"But that will invalidate whatever you find."

"Only if we don't back it up with another method.  I'm trying to save us a lot of time.  We could go around and carefully measure every single room's dimensions, comparing it to how big the house is, and find the place where the numbers don't add up.  It would take hours.  This way, we take maybe a half hour of me looking through the building.  If there's nothing here, then we've saved a day.  If I find something, we can take the relevant measures of the particular area, and come to the same conclusion we would have, anyway."

"Okay, I can buy that.  I hope the magistrate can."

"He shouldn't have a problem with it.  Since I can outline, standing here now without having looked through the building, a way to find the information without me fading, he can conclude inevitable discovery, and what I'm doing simply becomes efficiency."

Vivian nodded.  "I'll wait here for you."

David faded to his ghost form, then aligned himself with the outer wall of the house.  He walked carefully along it, much as he had to find Kristen Bullock, the kidnapped girl from the previous week.  Slowly he walked the length of the wall, then turned the corner and continued.  He made his way along the entire perimeter of the house without finding anything.

This didn't surprise him much.  A hidden room was best located nearer the middle of the house, where its missing space could get lost among various rooms.  He had drawn a diagram of the house, and he marked off each wall as he moved through it.

The house was very old, and had many rooms.  Nevertheless, it was inevitable that David would eventually find the hidden space, if there was one.

And there was.

It wasn't much of a hiding place, as it was beneath the stairwell.  There simply wasn't any access to this space readily visible.

David called Vivian in.  "We wouldn't have even needed to measure to find this one," he said.  He gestured to the wall before them.  "Behind that wall is the space beneath the stairs.  Most houses would put a closet here, but there's not a door to be found."

"There's got to be a way in, if he's hiding stuff in there."

David kept his mouth shut.  He knew there was plenty of stuff in there, but to keep the investigation clean, he had to pretend he didn't know that yet.

The two looked around the walls, pulling and pushing on anything that looked different.  They moved along the wall that ran alongside the stairs, finding nothing there, either.  They stopped to rest at the bottom of the stairs.  Vivian was leaning against the wall.  David was leaning against the newel post at the bottom of the stairs.

"There's got to be something we're missing.  Did you see anything in there?" Vivian asked.

"You know I can't answer that," David said.  "It taints the investigation."

"Okay... do you think we should continue to spend energy trying to find a way beneath the stairs?"

"Yes."

Vivian sighed.  "Okay, where do you want to look?"

David looked up the stairs.  There was no way to get to that space from the second floor; it was entirely beneath the stairs.  Maybe from the basement?

As David's eyes trailed down the staircase, they stopped.  He wasn't sure what he saw, but it was some sort of anomaly in the construction of the staircase.

David moved up the stairs a few steps, and bent down to look.

"Gotcha, you bastard," he said.  He moved back to the bottom of the staircase.  He reached down and tugged on the bottom tread.  Nothing happened.  He repeated the process with the next two treads, with the same result.

Looking around, David realized the newel post had a squared post cap.  He tried to turn it.  As he did so, he heard a click.  Reaching down to the bottom tread, he tugged again.  This time, it lifted.

"Holy shit," Vivian said.  "A real-life, honest-to-god, hidden passage.  I've never seen something like this before."

"This house is old enough, maybe it was used to hide runaway slaves or something."

"Well, what's it hiding now?" she asked.

David pushed the stairs up as high as he could, and then lowered his hands slowly.  The stairway stayed put, so he dropped his arms.  Inside the cavity was a bunch of boxes, neatly stacked, and two large plastic tubs.

Using sem, David pulled all of the material out of the space.  He didn't want to chance the stairway falling while one of them was inside, or worse, under it.  Vivian cast lux to make sure that they'd gotten every last item out of the space.

Once they were sure the space was empty, David pulled the stairs back down, and then locked them again by twisting the post cap back the way it had been.

"This is a whole bunch of new stuff to go through," she said.

"Yeah.  Let's get it into the glidecar and back to the examination lab."

"Think there'll be anything useful in this stuff?" she asked as they were sliding the last plastic tub into the car's trunk.

"One can hope," David replied.  "We need to prove he killed those girls without any doubt.  Right now, we can't do that.  We've got enough to put him in jail, but not enough to keep him there for a really long time."

"Well, let's see what we can turn up."



"How do you manage to keep this place so organized?" Gwen asked David while she was scratching Jailla's head.  He was leaning into her hand strongly, but that didn't stop her from conversing.  "I mean, I know the brownies will clean up, but they won't put things back on shelves if they're on desks or counters.  My room looks like a tornado hit it."

"I... have help," David admitted.  The truth was that Olissa made a point of coming in every night and picking things up for him.  It made him vaguely uneasy, but since she apparently wanted to do that, he was trying to get used to it.  "In any case, I have so much stuff going on that I'm not here a whole lot to make a big mess."

"Yeah, I know.  We haven't seen you guys much since the semester started," Gwen said.

Flo put in, "Yeah, you haven't even been here the couple times I've dropped by to say hi."

David smirked, knowing it wasn't "saying hi" she wanted to do.

"Sorry.  First I was wasting my time with the Child Safety Board, then I had to go rescue a kidnapped girl.  Lately, it's been the damned serial murderer.  And let's not forget the lovely idiots that are infesting our campus."

"Geez, you've got too much going on," Gwen said.

David shrugged.

Just then, Olissa, who was on the kitchen side of the room making dinner, spoke up.

"Dinner's ready, sir."

David flinched.  It still didn't sound right to him to have her talk that way.

"Sir?" Flo asked in shock, staring at David, rather than Olissa.  Gwen was busy eyeing Olissa for her.

David would have blushed, if he could.  "The answer to the question on your face is part of why we invited you to dinner in my room.  That, and Olissa wanted to try her hand at making lasagna.  Let's sit at the table, and we'll explain."

Right.  Just as soon as she explains it to me in a way where my head doesn't hurt...

"Okay..." Gwen said.  "Back you go, Jailla," she said to him, setting him on his perch.  He chirped a thank-you to her.

The three got up and moved to the table, taking their places.  Olissa moved about, preparing the plates.  Apart from it being her self-appointed task as his slave, there really wasn't room on the table for serving dishes, so she dished out the lasagna and the garlic bread, and put them in front of the diners.  David's plate, of course, went down first.  Once she'd served the others, she got her own food and sat down, then turned to David to wait.

David sighed.  "You're both aware, I assume, of the... what the hell would you call it?  The 'tension' between Olissa and me in our relationship over the last five years?"

Flo and Gwen both nodded.

"Over Yule break, that got resolved."

"So you two are together now?  Great!" Gwen said.

"But that doesn't explain why she'd call you 'sir'.  It's not exactly a term of endearment," Flo objected.

"It is in her mind," David said with a smile.  "You'd better take over from here, because my mind still isn't wrapped around things," he said to Olissa.

"We are together, but not as boyfriend and girlfriend.  We tried that for a week, but it made me very uncomfortable, because it's not the place I'm supposed to occupy in his life."

"So... you're together, but not his girlfriend... so what are you?" Gwen asked.

"His slave," she said.

"What?" Flo asked in shock.

Olissa raised a hand to prevent either of them from further outbursts.

"The summer after our third year, David and I went on vacation to Mirelia.  We went and saw all the public temples, all five of them.

"In two of those temples, I had a vision.  It was the same vision in both of them, which I found a bit strange.  I had to talk with one of the priestesses about it to help me understand things.

"At the Temple of Fire, you're supposed to learn your darkest nature.  At the Temple of the Spirit, you're supposed to learn your highest calling.  I couldn't understand how those two things could be the same."

"What has this got to do with..." Gwen started.  Olissa interrupted her question.

"Both visions showed me serving David."  Olissa took a drink of her juice, then continued.   "As the priestess explained it, it is my darkest nature because I have tried to deny it.  Yes, I like being helpful to people.  I actively seek out opportunities to help my friends and partners... but committing yourself to servitude is a step beyond that."

"A great big whopping step," Flo confirmed.

"But I knew that I loved David, even then.  I just couldn't admit it, because I was afraid of losing him like I'd lost every other guy I'd ever been in love with.  I knew he was different from them, but fear is a very big obstacle.

"Anyway, when I saw that my serving David was also my highest calling, I couldn't figure out how that could be.  I mean, I wouldn't be achieving any great thing or changing the world...

"But the priestess pointed out that not everyone is destined to change the world.  Sometimes, your highest calling is simply to help someone else to be their best.  I don't want to get into details, but I believe that, by being David's slave, I will help him help others.  A lot more 'others' than I could ever help myself.  It won't work if I'm his girlfriend, because I'm not the... I'm not the whole solution, I guess you'd say.  There's another half to this.  She'll be his real girlfriend."

"And you're okay with playing second fiddle?" Gwen asked.

"Gwen, I've been playing second fiddle, as you call it, for five years now.  I'm quite used to it.  And even that was my choice.  David has asked me more than once to be his girlfriend, and I said no repeatedly.  I watched him dating Amanda, Prof. Fibblebitz, and Anne... the only part that was hard was the thought that he would leave me behind.  He's promised not to do that now, so no, it doesn't really bother me."

"And you're okay with having a slave?" Flo asked David.

"Not really," David admitted, "but in order to make her happy, I'm trying to learn.  You both know how I've felt about her for years.  If this is what it takes to keep her around, then this is what I'll do."

"But you made her call you 'sir'," Gwen said.

"It was either that or let her call me 'Master' all the time," David replied.  "Again, her insistence, not mine."

Olissa said, "Servants don't refer to their owners by their first name."

"How do your parents feel about this?" Gwen asked.

"We're not telling them," Olissa said.  "As far as they're concerned, I'm living with David and leading my own life.  When we go back to visit, I will, unfortunately, have to act as though I'm his only girl.  They wouldn't understand this, and I don't want to try to explain it to them.  I've had a hard enough time trying to explain it to you in a way that might at least not make you think I'm a complete lunatic.  My parents don't know what's gone on between me and David."

"I don't think you're a lunatic, Olissa," Gwen said, "it's just very strange.  But then, like you said, it's not really a lot different from where you've been for the last few years.  If it's what you want, and he's not forcing anything on you, then that's your business.  If it makes you happy, I'm all for it."

"Thanks, Gwen," Olissa said, relieved.  David smiled his own gratitude at her.

"Flo?" Olissa asked nervously.

Flo shrugged.  "You just surprised me.  I think you're nuts, but that has nothing to do with wanting to be his slave.  I just can't imagine tying myself down to one guy for the rest of my life."

"It's more fun if you let the guy do it," Olissa quipped.

David choked on his drink, and both Flo and Gwen blushed strawberry.

"Is that the voice of experience?" Gwen asked coyly.

"Eat your lasagna," David ordered Olissa.  She smiled at him.

"Yes, Master."



David left early the next morning to go down to Bolmont.  Joe would be back in late morning, and David wanted to have all the evidence laid out in a logical fashion so that Joe could see it and they could plan their interrogation of the suspect.

It was around eleven o'clock when the carriage pulled up out front.  David was there, having been alerted by a mirror from Joe.  Joe stepped out, and then Simon Atherton stepped out behind him.

The man didn't look like a monster.  He looked like a caged cat, his head swiveling left and right and his eyes wide.  His dark blonde hair was tousled, his coat was rumpled, and his appearance was generally one of dishevelment.

David and Joe escorted the man into the Quiet Room.  He would be there for a while, during which time Joe and David would discuss a strategy.

"Did you find anything good while I was gone?"  Joe hadn't bothered David while he'd been traveling, instead letting him work things out himself.

"Come on, and I'll show you."  They went into the larger meeting room, where David had laid out all the evidence.  First were the E-ZPass records, showing Atherton's travels.  Next, the piece of the menu found in the victim's hand.  After that were David's maps of the victim locations.  All of this was data that Joe had already seen.

The next two items were maps similar to David's.

"What are these?"

"Maps that were found in his computer.  Note the measurements on his map, and compare them to the measurements we made.  All of them are either dead on, or off by a single foot.  That could be due to the resolution of my measuring device.  In any case, it's far too close to be a coincidence."

"Right.  And this one?"

"Shows how he measured the distance from the travel gate to the center of his pattern.  If you overlay the map of the victim's bodies on top of this one, you'll find that the hexagram crosses itself right on top of this central dot."

That's pretty strong, but still not absolute proof."

"No, but this stuff is," he said, pointing to the items arrayed on the table.

"What are these?"

"His trophies."

"What do you mean?"

David looked at him funny.  "Don't you know about serial killers?"

"Never had to deal with one before."

David rubbed his eyes for a moment.  Finally, he said, "Serial killers will often take a... a souvenir.  They call them trophies.  Something that the victim has on them.  It allows them to relive the event in their head, to get the rush again."  David pointed to each one.  "Here, we have a piece of jewelry from each and every victim.  I've already positively identified every item as belonging to a victim.  Vivian and I drove over to Albany on Wednesday."

"And where did you get these?"

"In a hidden room inside his house."

"Did you find this room... legally?"

"Let's just say that before anything in the room was touched, it was discovered by someone in solid form, yes."  David explained what he'd done.

"Okay, that will hold up, because you made sure to find a 'human' way to find the room."

"I figured it'd be something like that," David admitted.

"So, how do you want to handle the interrogation?" Joe asked.

"He looked shaky.  Like, really shaky."

"He's been jittery and frankly scared since I picked him up."

"In that case, maybe we let him sit in there for a little while, and then we nail him with all of this evidence, all at once."

"The purpose being?"

"To scare the living shit out of him.  Basically, we tell him, 'We know what you've done, we know who you did it to, and we know how you did it, and we can prove all of it, so either you come clean, or you go to court, but either way, your ass is ours."

"Under those circumstances, why would he confess?"

"Confession allows for a choice of sentences.  If the magistrate has to put up with a trial, you get whichever sentence he chooses."

"Wait, what do you mean, he can choose his sentence?"

"Why don't you already know this?" David asked.  "You're supposed to be training me, remember?"

"I'm... testing you," Joe said.  It was an obvious lie, but David just smirked and carried on.

"Let's say we take him to trial, and he gets convicted.  Due to the nature of his crimes, there are two ways the judge can punish him.  He can either execute him outright, or he can sentence him to a very, very long time in prison, after which he will get out and live out the rest of his life in Earth.

"Now, if he confesses, he can choose which of those he'd prefer.  He also has the option of going to prison, but refusing life-sustaining magic.  This is the only 'life sentence' in the Callamandian prison system, and the only way to get it is to choose it after you've confessed to a capital crime."

"Why would anyone choose that over execution?  All the misery of long-term imprisonment, with none of the hope for a life afterward."

"Either they're hoping to be exonerated in the near future, or they're just not ready to die yet," David said.  "It's a rare choice, but it is a choice."

"So, if he doesn't want to risk execution -" Joe started.

David interrupted, "Which is a fair certainty in this case, given the nature of his crimes."

"- then he needs to confess to take away the magistrate's choice in the matter."

"Right."



"Greetings, Mr. Atherton," David said calmly as he walked into the Quiet Room.  "I hope you enjoyed your lunch."

"I didn't get lunch," the man said.

"Oh?  Well... we'll fix that in a little while.  In any case, let's get started, shall we?  Your name is Simon Atherton, you live at 626 Catskill Road in Hartford, Connecticut, is that correct?"

"Yes."

"You have one brother, Joseph, who is currently in the Great Meadows Correctional Facility in New York State, in Earth, correct?"

"Yes, look, you know all this."

"I'm sure you've been interrogated before, Mr. Atherton.  You know that there is a process here.  First we have to make sure we have our information correct before we go asking you questions.  Now, you own a Pacific Blue 2003 Honda Accord, registered in Connecticut with license number 645-MNS?"

"Yes," the man said, almost settling into things.

David could see that, and he didn't want the man getting comfortable.

"And you have, within the last year, murdered nine people, correct?"

"Y... what?  No!" Atherton cried out.

"Hmm.  I have to wonder why you almost said yes to that, Mr. Atherton."

"I was expecting another stupid question about my address or something."

"Now is probably not the best time to be anticipating my questions, Mr. Atherton.  Pay attention, as things are going to get very sticky for you, very fast."

"Right, right," the man said, now even more nervous than he had been.

"So, let's try again.  Have you murdered nine women in the last year?"

"No!"

"Eight women?"

"No!"

"Seven women?"

"No!  Look, I haven't murdered anyone!"

"I have a hard time with that, Mr. Atherton.  Perhaps it's the terminology I'm using.  Maybe you didn't see them as murders.  So.  Did you cause the death of nine women in the past year?"

"That's the same damned thing!  No, I did not!"

"It's not a good idea to lie to me, Mr. Atherton," David said.

"I'm not lying!"

"Hm," David said shortly, then closed his file folder.  He stood up, then walked to the door.

Turning back, David said, "Get up."

"Where are we going?" Simon asked nervously.

"You'll see."

David took the man's arm and led him out of the Quiet Room and into the meeting room.  He felt the man flinch when he saw what was on the tables.  Joe was already here.

"See, here is where I have a problem, Mr. Atherton.  You claim that you haven't murdered anyone in the last year.  So, how, then, do you explain having in your possession things that belonged to nine women who are now dead?"

David watched the man's face closely.  He could see cracks appearing in the man's confidence.

"Let me walk you through it, Mr. Atherton.  I'll tell you everything you did, when you did it, and how you did it."

For the next hour, David did exactly that.  Halfway through it, Atherton had to sit down.  He couldn't look away as David picked up each piece of information, showing it to him as he talked.  He related the events of every crime as much as he could.  The autopsies had given him enough information to spin a good scenario about each death.

By the time David was finished, Simon Atherton was quaking in his chair so strongly that the chair legs were actually rattling against the floor.

"Now," David said, "Are you sure you haven't killed anyone in the last year?"

David's tone, which was one of utter confidence and disdain for the suspect, was the straw that broke the camel's back.  Atherton began to sob.

"Yes!  Yes, I did it!" he screamed.  "I killed them all!"

"You get that, Joe?" David asked.

"Clear as day," Joe said, motioning to the recorder on the table.

"Now, Mr. Atherton," David said coldly, "we're going to go over each and every one of these crimes.  You are going to relay to me, in explicit detail, exactly what you did.  Your words will be recorded, and will be used in court, if you make us go that route."

"What... what do you mean?  I can avoid court?"

David explained the man's options to him.  "If you confess to everything you did, you have a choice.  It's easier on you and us.  If you make us go through a trial, chances are that the magistrate will sentence you to whichever punishment he thinks you'll find worse."

Simon was shaking again.  "I don't want to spend hundreds of years in prison.  I'd rather be dead."

"The only way to assure yourself of that outcome is to make an official confession, Mr. Atherton."

"Okay," the man said, full of despair and resigned to his fate.  "What do I have to do?"

"Start talking."



"So, will anyone question his confession?"

"You mean, like whether we coerced him into it or not?"

"Yeah."

"Any official confession has to be reviewed by a junior magistrate to make sure it followed the legal policies.  Don't worry, in this case, we didn't even approach breaking the rules.  He was an easy target, once we had him in custody."

"That would worry me, if our case was weaker.  He seemed almost too easy."

"I don't think he was cut out to be a serial killer.  A serial rapist, maybe.  That seems to be the part he was enjoying.  The killing he was doing strictly to try to get his brother out of jail."

"Yeah.  Anyway, will we have to go to court for this one?"

"Not so long as the confession holds up.  If the junior magistrate signs off on the confession, then Atherton'll go before a magistrate, choose his sentence, and that'll be the end of it.  Only if we have to do an actual trial will we need to go to court."

"Good.  What about that kidnapping case?"

"That one is being handled by the king, because it was aimed at the King's Council.  I don't think we'll be seeing Terry Benedict again."

David snorted.

"So, the next couple days are probably just paperwork."

"Yeah, I'm going to bundle mine up and take it home with me.  The school would probably appreciate it if I was actually doing my job from time to time."

Joe chuckled.  "Okay.  See you for the next one."

"Yeah.  Say hi to Zyla for me."

"Will do."



David had finished up his paperwork for the Rimohrs, and he was now wandering the school grounds.  It was nearing sunset.  The DIRT wasn't out yet, and the one security patrol currently roaming was on the other side of campus.

As David passed the cafeteria on his way toward Alton Hall, he saw three guys beating up on one smaller guy.  David headed in that direction.

Before David got there, the smaller guy broke away.  He blasted one of the three with a pretty hefty energy ball.  The victim was tossed five feet and rolled on the ground in obvious pain and suffering.

Both of the remaining toughs formed huge energy balls in their hands, and it was clear they were going to seriously hurt the smaller guy.

David grew angry.  He yanked his wand and blasted away at one of the attackers, using a massive lightning bolt spell.  The boy was thrown thirty feet, and the spell continued to attack him until David decided to switch to the other one.  The guy tried to duck and dodge, but David had far more than enough practice, and he nailed the other guy, sending him even further along the ground.

David let up on the spell and walked over to the smaller guy.  As he approached, the one who'd been hit by the energy ball rose shakily to his feet.  He was about to attack when he finally saw David.  He considered running, until David leveled his wand at him.

"You so much as twitch and it'll be the last thing you do for the next two months," David warned him.  The guy raised his hands, the fight leaving him.  David knew the guy wasn't more than a second year, and he had no chance of standing up against a full-blown sorcerer.

"What's going on?" David asked the smaller guy, who looked like he was trying to calm himself down.

"These three have been hassling me since the start of the semester," he said shakily.  "My parents are rich, so I've usually got a fair amount of pocket money, you know?  I guess I let the wrong person know that.  They told me if I didn't pay them a hundred granas each - every week - that they were going to put me in the infirmary."

"That's a lie, you fucking asshole," the one conscious suspect said.

David walked over to the man, grabbed his arm, and pulled his sleeve down.  The Clan tattoo there was plain as day.

"Shut the fuck up," David said to the man in contempt.

"Are you hurt?" he asked the victim.

"A little bruised is all.  They punched me in the stomach a couple times before I was able to break loose."

"How did you do that?  They're quite a bit bigger than you."

"Judo.  If they hadn't had magic, I might have been able to take them, but... you know, I'm just a first year."

"Damned nice energy ball for a first year."

"I study hard."

"Good for you," David said.  "I'll need you to come to see the dean with me.  First we'll have Healer Hall check you over, though."

David called Annie, who told him she'd be on her way shortly.  David walked over to each of his victims, just to make sure they were still breathing.  Neither of them would be conscious anytime soon, but that didn't trouble David too much.  He checked them, and found a Clan tattoo on both of them.

These seem to be popping up more frequently lately.  Are they really so stupid as to try to come back here?

When Annie arrived, David directed her to look over the victim first.  She gave him a pain potion and a curative potion, but there wasn't anything seriously wrong, so she didn't have him come to the infirmary.  The two unconscious ones were bundled up for transport.  Annie checked the third, but he didn't have any injuries, he was just a bit sore.  David refused to let her give him a pain potion, telling her he deserved to be in pain.  She frowned at that, but wasn't willing to go against David on these matters, since the student's pain wasn't debilitating.

"All right, let's go," David said to the two once Healer Hall and her assistant had departed with their patients.

"You can't touch us, man.  I don't know why you keep trying."

"What the fuck do you mean by that?" David asked in exasperation.  "I have 'touched' every last one of you assholes that I've come across.  In most cases, that's meant you've spent a nice stay in the infirmary followed by time in either detention or prison.  How much more, exactly, do you want me to touch you?"

"Man, you just don't get it.  You can touch me, sure, but you can't touch us."

"Oh, good lord.  Is it really as stupid as that?  You think you're winning because I can't bring down the entire Clan?"

"We're like ants, man.  You take out one of us, there's still hundreds more to fight."

"No, you're like roaches, feeding off the garbage of humanity.  And like roaches, you won't stand in the light.  Also like roaches, I will eventually crush you under my foot.  You think your stupid little gang is going to outlive me?"

The guy looked up at him, realizing how unlikely that was.

"I will bring your sorry asses to justice, one way or another, trust me.  You killed friends of mine.  The only thing that prevents me from just ripping your fucking head off is that I believe in the law."

"I didn't kill anyone," the guy said.  "I wasn't even a member last year."

"I don't care.  You're a member now.  In my mind, that makes you just as guilty as the 116 people who were in that battle.  I hold The Clan responsible for those deaths, and that means you, too."

The guy didn't talk after that.

Dean Lengel was waiting in her office, alerted by a mirror from David.  The victim explained the situation, and the Board of Discipline was called in.  The victim went through his story one more time, then the gang member was given a chance to tell his side of the story.

"Hey, no matter what we might have done, this bastard tried to kill us!"  The guy was referring to David.

"Explain," Dean Lengel said evenly.

"He used some kind of freakin' lightning bolt on my buddies!  They were tossed like twenty, thirty feet!  I'm surprised they're still breathing."

"David?" Dean Lengel asked.  "Care to comment?"

"If I had been trying to kill his gangmates, they would be dead, and so would he, and there would be no one standing here to bitch about it."  David's voice was cold and dark, and Dean Lengel flinched.

"The spell?" she asked.

"Valk sur," he replied.

"Not tohuto?" she asked.

"That would have killed them.  They should wake up in a month or so from what I did."

"And why didn't you hex him?" the leader of the Board asked.

"Because he was not attempting to blast someone with a very dangerous energy ball.  Had both of those shots hit Mr. Baldwin here, the chances are he would not have survived.  One of them, he would have lived through, though been very seriously injured.  Both of them would almost certainly have killed him in a matter of seconds.  Since this guy was lying on the ground writhing in pain at the time, he wasn't a threat."

"Would you have hit him, if he'd been standing?"

"Yes."

To the gang member, the Board leader asked, "Do you have anything to say in your defense?"

"What's the point?" the guy replied.

The Board leader just looked at Dean Lengel.  "There's nothing to be decided.  He's not refuting what happened."

Turning to David, Dean Lengel said, "May I assume you're requesting expulsion for all three of them?"

"They all have a Clan tattoo," David replied simply.

The dean nodded.  "As we have already established that Clan membership turns any violent offense into an immediate expulsion, the three of you will be expelled.  David, if you would have security escort him to his room so he can pack?"

"Yes, ma'am."

"I need you to stay for a moment, however, so get someone else."

"Right."

David headed out to the outer office to make his mirror call and wait for the roaming patrol to come up and collect the gang member.  Once they'd done that, he went back into the dean's office.  The Board of Discipline had already gone.

"What's up?"

"David... I'm a bit concerned about the aggression you've been showing lately."

"They were going to kill that kid."

"Yes, I understand that.  But you know as well as I do that you know a dozen ways to have prevented that without hurting them as badly as you did, and just as quickly."

"Maybe," David allowed.

"I would like you to take a few days off.  If possible, I want you to take a few days off of all of your jobs, even your schoolwork."

"What for?"

"To relax.  To de-stress.  You're wound up so tight right now that if you were a clock, your springs would have already torn loose.  I'm afraid of what's coming if you don't get a grip on your anger soon.  I'm not saying you're not justified in being angry, especially at The Clan.  I just don't want you getting into serious trouble over it."

David sighed strongly.  "Is this an order?"

"No.  I'm not suspending you.  I won't even put anything down in your personnel file.  I'm asking you, as a friend, to take some time for yourself for a change.  You've been working your ass off for a year and a half straight now.  I know you were doing Rimohr work over the holidays... and even some security work.  That rapist that Tanya caught, I know you were involved in that.  You need to cut loose and let out all that frustration in a good way.  Please, do this for me?"

"Yes, ma'am," he said in a long, drawn-out, entirely faked subservient voice.  She smiled at him.

"Good.  You once told me that you never saw me relaxing and just taking time for myself.  Well, you work far harder than I ever have, so it's time to take your own advice."

David nodded.  "Okay.  I'll let Tanya know that the department is hers until Friday."

Dean Lengel nodded.  "And if you want to chat or have lunch together, feel free to stop by."

"Thanks, Emile.  I'll keep that in mind."

"Go on.  Try to have a good evening."

"You, too."



"Could you pass the corn, Professor?" David asked.

Cat and Prof. Phillips both reached for the corn at the same time.  Everyone laughed at that.

"This is going to get very awkward in conversation," Prof. Phillips said.  "David, why don't you just call me Charlie.  I think we're at a point in our friendship where that'd be okay, don't you?"

"Whatever you say, sir," David replied.  Charlie grinned at him.

"I have noticed that, despite being on staff now, you still refer to the faculty as 'Professor' for the most part," Cat said.

"It's just respectful," David said.  "I'm still a student at the school.  It seems inappropriate to refer to my teachers by their first names."

"Even Sam?" Cat asked with a grin.

David would have blushed, if he could.  "She's different.  As are you, Professor."

It was Cat's turn to blush this time, and Charlie chuckled.  He knew about the joke, and he also knew that, despite its undertone, David was no threat to his relationship with Cat.

"So, how is your internship coming?" Charlie asked as they got back to eating.

"Up and down.  A lot of frustration, but it's satisfying when you bring down a really big bad guy."

"Like who?" Charlie asked.

"Well, we just arrested a serial killer last week."

"Wow."

"We've been after him for months.  He's been killing girls since early last year."

"How many?" Charlie asked.

"Nine, before we caught him."

"Maybe we shouldn't be discussing this in front of the kids," Cat said.

"Aw, mom, really?  I'm eleven years old," Garrett complained.  "I'm not a kid."

David smirked at the boy.  "I wasn't going to talk about the details, anyway.  I have enough nightmares about it for all of us, there is no reason to spread that kind of horror around."

"You said it was frustrating, though.  Why frustrating?" Cat asked.

"My boss is kind of a..." he looked at the kids and said, "jerk.  He doesn't like the way I do things, and he loves yelling at me."

"Aren't you worried about getting in trouble?" Charlie asked.

"I would be, if the Academy had once backed him up.  See, the thing is, while I work directly for Agent Wilson, my actual 'boss', if you can call it that, is the Academy Commission.  I'm still a trainee.  Wilson can only file reports.  Obviously the Commission doesn't seem to care about what I've done.  Either that, or they're just going to wait until my next review to kick me out."

"That would suck for you, wouldn't it?" Cat asked.

David shrugged.  "I have other avenues I could pursue if the Rimohrs turn out to be a dead end.  Ultimately, I just want to help people.  I don't have to worry about making a living; Jacob took care of that for me.  That means I get to choose what I want to do, that I get to be picky and look for work that will make me happy.

"If I have to give up the Rimohrs, I can do other things.  Hell, I could go to Earth and help people there as an investigator, or as a troubleshooter for 'personal problems'.  The police there are even worse off than the Rimohrs, so that's not really an option, but I do have things I can do.  I like the idea of getting the bad guys away from the good guys, but I'm well aware that the way I do it may not sit well with everyone."

"A little harsh, are we?" Charlie asked with a grin.

"Well, there are two Clan members who will be in the infirmary for the next month or so, if that's any indication for you..."

Charlie nodded with an amused smirk.

"Anyway, that's my life.  How are things going for you guys?"

"Things are great, thanks to you," Charlie said.  Cat nodded in agreement, smiling at him.

"All I did was keep my mouth shut," David said.

"No you didn't.  You opened it at the right moment.  I'm not sure I'd have ever gotten up the courage to approach Cat if you hadn't forced the issue.  For that, I'll always be in your debt."

"My pleasure.  I'm just glad Cat found someone who would care for her the way..."

"That you do?" Charlie asked quietly.

David jolted in shock.  "Uh, that is not what I was going to say.  I was going to say the way that she deserves to be.  I never did give her that."

Charlie smiled.  "You gave her what you could."

"Yeah," David agreed.

"I need you to give me one more thing," Cat told him, taking the opening that had been offered.

"If I can," he said.

"Just a bit of your time, is all," Cat said.

"A bit may be all I have available.  What did you need?"

"Well," Charlie said, "Sometime this summer, we're going to need you to do a job for us.  Shouldn't take you too long."

"Okay, summer's good, as it means no security job to worry over.  What's the job?"

"The title is 'best man'," Charlie said with a grin.

David took a second to process that.  "You two?  Married?"

"I asked her last month.  She said yes."

"Well, hot damn.  Er, sorry about that.  You didn't hear that, you two," he said to the kids with an embarrassed grin.  The two kids giggled.  "Congratulations."

"Thanks, David," Cat said seriously.

"You planning a traditional wedding, or a modern one?"

"We haven't decided yet."

"Honeymoon location?"

"Also still up in the air."

"Well, let me know if I can help with any of the planning details.  This is kind of the... I guess you'd call it the resolution of the problem you came to me with a few years ago," David said to Cat.  "I'm happy for you."

Cat blushed, and Charlie also looked embarrassed.

Finally, Cat asked, "Who wants dessert?"



When David arrived at Imahara Hall, he didn't need to ask what the problem was.  The front doors were shattered, several of the windows were blown out, the covered entryway was collapsing, and the plantings in front of the building were all burnt away.

Tanya was waiting for him.

"Do we have any clues?" David asked her.

"We haven't started looking yet," she told him.  "This is a major issue.  This entryway is unsafe.  As it is the primary entrance to the building, it's going to affect classes."

"We'll just post signs and have people go to the other doors," David said.  "We're going to need to seriously barricade this, though, to prevent the lazy from trying to go through here anyway."

"Right."

The two began sifting through the rubble.  It was clear that this had been done with spells, not something simple like rocks or even sledge hammers.

David stepped back and concentrated.  The spell he was about to try was almost above his level for spellcasting.  He held his wand up and moved it in the now-familiar hexagram symbol.  As he did, he intoned, "Sena galdra".  The entire area was suddenly suffused with a dim green light.  For a moment, there were sparks and sparkles within the light, and then it faded.  After the field was gone, a list of spells suddenly appeared in mid-air, right in front of David.  He quickly took an image of it with his wand.  He would write them down later.

"Nothing else to find here except destruction," Tanya told him.

David nodded.  He mirrored the head of the Maintenance Department so they could get started on repairs.  He asked the man to let him know how much the damage was likely to cost to fix.  That would, in a lot of ways, determine the way they handled the student or students who had done this.

As Tanya returned to the security office, David made his way up to Beckett Hall, to inform the dean of the problem.

"How do you want to proceed?" she asked him.

"I have a list of the spells that were used to do the damage.  The easiest way for us to investigate this is to find the wands that cast those spells."

"How did you get that list?" Dean Lengel asked.

"The damage was apparently done within the last four hours.  There is a spell, the Rimohrs use it, to reveal recent spells done in an area.  It has a limit of about six hours, though."

"So why do you say it must have been within the last four?"

"The further back in time it has to go, the longer the spell takes and the less likely it is to get results.  Given the time it took the spell, I'm estimating about four hours."

"I see.  So, if we just brought together all of the students and tested their wands..."

"Yes, but you'll need someone other than me to do the testing."

"For objectivity purposes?"

"No, because I can't do the spell.  I was barely able to do the revelation spell."

"Then are you sure this list is correct?"

"The spell never gives false results.  If you do it wrong, it simply doesn't tell you anything."

"Okay.  Well, I'm sure one of the Charms instructors can handle this for us.  Do you want to bring everyone together at once?"

"It would be the easiest.  And I would suggest at lunch time, since there are no classes between 12:00 and 1:00."

"But won't the spells on the wands have faded too much by then?"

"That spell doesn't work that way," David said.  "The spell on wands can, with a strong wizard, read every spell a wand has ever performed, in order, and then tell you how long ago it happened.  I'd suggest either Coach Hall or Prof. Phillips perform the spells for us.  As far as I know, they're the most powerful wizards in the Spells department."

"Two thousand students... this could take all afternoon."

"There are versions of the spell that can be used on groups of wands at a time.  Up to I think about twenty.  The professors would know this better than I would.  But you're right, it's still going to take a while.  Perhaps if we had both professors performing the charm."

"Twenty... that's a hundred groups... Two professors doing fifty groups each... How long does the spell take?"

"The simple yes-or-no version, just a few seconds."

"So.. maybe ten or twenty minutes... Okay, that sounds like we can do it without too much trouble.  I will have the students and the professors notified."

"Thanks."



David, Tanya, Prof. Phillips, Coach Hall and Dean Lengel were standing on the stage area in Byron Hall, waiting for all of the students to arrive.  A pixie was keeping a record of arriving students for them, so they would know if anyone was missing.

Once everyone had gathered, and the pixie confirmed there was no one absent, they began.

David stepped forward and used amplivocis so he could be heard.

"Ladies and gentlemen, please remove your wands and set them on the table in front of you."

Most students did so immediately.  A few did not.  One demanded, "Why should we?"

"Because if you do not do so, you will spend the rest of your semester in detention for violating lawful school authority.  Do as you're told.  Now."

The remaining students, understanding that David was not bluffing, put their wands on the table.

David said, "Sometime early this morning, some person or group of people in this room vandalized Imahara Hall, causing over six thousand granas' worth of damage.  We have recovered a list of the hexes used to perform the vandalism.  Professors Hall and Phillips will now go to each table and cast a spell.  If your wand has performed any of these spells, they will be revealed, and you will be called aside for further questioning.  If your wand is not revealed by this spell, you may put your wand away and continue with lunch."

"This is illegal search and seizure," one student complained.

David looked down at him coldly.  "Two things.  First, you are not in the United States.  This is not a democracy, it is a monarchy.  You haven't got the same protections from search and seizure here as you do in Earth.

"Second, even if the Fourth Amendment applied here, the contract you signed with the school upon admittance explicitly gave us the right to search you, your room, or your property, at any time, for any reason."

David stood on the stage as the professors walked down the tables.  They would stop briefly, cast the charm, and wait a few seconds.  In the vast majority of cases, no wands were revealed, and the professors moved on.  Thirty-three people, however, had cast at least one of the spells at some point in the past, and they were directed to take their wand and go up to the stage.  Tanya kept an eye on them while David continued to watch those in the hall.

Once the tables had been fully searched, the professors returned to the stage area.  David now turned to the students there.

"Hold your wants out, pointed toward the ground.  If you raise your wand above waist level, we will assume you are being hostile, and you won't have time to explain your actions before you're unconscious.

"Now that we have narrowed this list down, the spell will become more specific.  Though all of you have cast at least one of the spells in question, at least once, at some point in your life, that obviously doesn't mean you necessarily had anything to do with damaging Imahara Hall.  Each of you will now be tested for each spell specifically, and to indicate when you cast the spell.  If the professors tell you that you're cleared, you may go back and eat lunch.  Otherwise, you will surrender your wand to Miss Sahar.  Should you be considering fighting it out, I wouldn't.  Attacking any one of us is grounds for immediate expulsion... that is, when you get out of the infirmary."

The professors worked side by side, so that it was easier to cover the students.  Slowly they moved down the row, until they had finally reached the end.  Ultimately, six students were identified.

"Professors, will you avow, and testify, if necessary, that these six students did cast one of the spells in question, at the appropriate time to have been involved in the vandalism of Imahara Hall?"

Both professors acknowledged that they would.

"Ma'am," David started, turning to Dean Lengel, "where do you want us to take them for questioning?"

"Let's meet in the security office.  There's more room there."

David motioned Tanya to lead off, and he and Dean Lengel followed the students out of the cafeteria and over to Fensterman Hall.

Each student was settled into a separate room, and watched over by one of the on-duty security officers.  David and Dean Lengel interviewed each person, one at a time.

David's last "question" to each person was to have them lift up their sleeve.  In two cases, he found Clan tattoos.

Once they'd finished, David, Tanya, and Dean Lengel met in David's office to discuss what to do.

"Are you convinced all six were involved?" Dean Lengel asked David.

"Aren't you?"

"I'm not the professional."

David snorted.  "I'm only even slightly apprehensive about the one guy, but I'm still pretty sure he was involved.  He may not have actually done any damage with his spells, I don't know.  He seems like he was there as a tag-along.  But he was there.  The rest, I have no doubts about."

"I assume you're going to request explusion?"

"I don't think you're actually going to get a say in that one this time," David told her.

"Why not?"

"Well, this note here on my desk says that the Ministry of Education has already reported the incident to the Rimohr office in Bolmont.  I'm assuming they're looking to make a case out of this one, which means all six of them will be arrested, and so whether you expel them or not, they're not going to be in school."

Dean Lengel frowned.  She didn't like having decisions taken out of her hands by those above her.  "What would you have recommended?" she asked.

"The two obvious Clan members should be expelled.  The others should, at the very least, have to pay restitution, and I don't mean their parents, but they should have to pay for the damage, and spend the rest of the semester in detention."

"Why are you more lenient on this than the other cases, where you've just about demanded expulsion?"

"This is a building.  It's a serious crime, but no one got hurt.  Other incidents involved people."

"I see.  Okay, well, I'll leave them here for now.  When the Rimohrs make their decision, you'll let me know?"

"Of course."

After the dean left the room, David went back to the holding room of one of the tattooed Clan members.  He walked in, let the security guard close the door, and then he sat down across from the student.

"What the fuck do you want?" the student demanded.  He tried to be defiant, but it was very hard to look David in the eye.

"You're going to tell me who the new leader of the Woodward cell of The Clan is."

"Fuck you."

David leaned closer.  "You're not my type.  But pay close attention.  You think you've got nothing to lose, but you're very, very wrong.  I can completely fuck over the entire rest of your life.  After you leave prison, you may be exiled to Earth.  And once you're there, I can make sure that you never work as more than a ditch-digger.  You won't get into college, you won't get a well-paying job.  You won't be able to work as manager of a McDonald's.  I will strip you of every possible opportunity for a good life.  I will make it my mission to make you suffer.  Do you understand me?"

The student looked into David's face, and swallowed hard.



David was in his office, filling out paperwork concerning one Willard Yenmore, the alleged new leader of The Clan at Woodward.  David couldn't remove him on the say-so of two Clan members, but he had gotten Yenmore's background file from the Rimohr office, and he was also having the man followed.  Unlike Kendall, Yenmore was a fifth-year student, and looked like he had the skills to be impressive to the younger Clan members.  That had probably been necessary to convince them to go up against Woodward's upgraded security force.

David was interrupted by Sheila knocking on his door.  He smiled up at her.

"What do you need, Sheila?" he asked.

"There's a young lady out here who says she wants to file a complaint."

"Okay, bring her in."

David set aside his files and focused his attention.  The girl looked shaky and frightened.  David directed her to the chair across from his desk.

"Sheila, could you ask Tanya to join us?"

"She's not in right now.  She had something to deal with across campus."

"Okay.  Bring the lady something to drink, would you?"

"Certainly."

After Sheila departed, David looked to the young lady.  She was clearly scared and nervous.

"What's your name?" David asked.

"Kella Snootfort."

David raised an eyebrow.  "Dugerran by birth, I assume," he said.

"Yes," she nodded jerkily.

"Try to relax, Kella.  What has happened?"

Sheila came back in with a glass of juice.  She nodded to her boss, and departed, closing the door behind herself.

Kella took a drink of her juice, and then she softly said, "My date last night tried to rape me."

David withheld the growl that wanted to escape his throat.  He took a deep breath to try to calm himself.  "Okay, first thing's first.  What was your date's name?"

"Bradley Tisdell."

David nodded, then pressed a button on his desk.  A small mirror slid upward, and Sheila's face appeared in it.  This was the Dugerran version of an intercom.  "Sheila, get me the school file on Bradley Tisdell, please."

"Certainly."

David turned back to Kella as the mirror disappeared back into his desk.  "Okay, now, slowly, tell me what happened."

"We'd gone out for the festival.  He'd taken me down into town to hear the concert at the stadium.  After that, we'd come back to the school and wandered around, enjoying the festival stuff, you know?"

David nodded.  He had done exactly the same thing with Lydia the previous night... though she had not complained when he'd made his advances on her.  To Kella, he said, "Go on."

"Well, he walked me into this dark set of trees.  I got pretty nervous at that point, and told him I wanted to go back out to see more of the festival.  He said we couldn't get 'all freaky' - those were his words - in the middle of the festival.

"I didn't want to have sex with him.  It was basically our first date, and he'd turned out to be a bit of a creep.  I didn't walk away from him earlier just to be polite.  But I sure as hell didn't want to have sex with him in public.  I've never done anything like that in my life."

David nodded.  "Excuse me for asking this.  Are you a virgin?"

"No, hell no.  I've had a half-dozen boyfriends over the years, but I'm not into getting too wild about it."

David nodded.  "Okay.  So, you told him no.  What did he do?"

"He got this ugly look on his face, and then shoved me back into a tree.  He said that we were going to do it, or he'd make me regret it.  I told him I already regretted being with him.  He slapped me, then I kicked him in the shin.

"I tried to run away at that point, but he was able to grab my arm.  He told me we were going to have fun whether I liked it or not, and if I told anyone, he would kill me."

"Did he use those words?  Did he actually say, 'I will kill you,'?"

"Actually, he said, 'I'll slit your fucking throat and leave your ho-ass corpse at the foot of the mountain."  She blushed after she said it.

David made notes, and nodded in understanding.

"What happened next?"

"He kept pawing at me.  I shoved him away, and he had to take a few steps back to get his balance.  At that point, I kicked him in the groin and ran.  He didn't chase me."

"I imagine not," David said, smiling slightly at her.  "Have you seen him since last night?"

As David was asking the question, Sheila came in with the folder containing Bradley Tisdell's file.  He thanked her, and she left again.  David returned his attention to Kella.

"No, but I'm afraid of him.  If he finds out I talked to you, he's going to hurt me."

"Oh, he's going to find out.  I'm going to have him picked up right now.  But I wouldn't worry too much about him hurting you.  Tell me something.  I can't ask this officially... I mean, I can't actually even ask this question, but would you be willing to take a truth potion in regards to this?"

"Yes," she said.

"Okay.  See, the problem we're facing is that this is a he-said/she-said situation.  There's no evidence of anything.  I believe you, don't get me wrong, but there's a difference between what I believe, and what I can prove.  And without proof, we can't really do anything to him."

"So what's the point of picking him up at all?"

"To interrogate him.  To see if he's going to say something stupid during questioning.  Also, to let him know we're watching him.  If anything happens to you, he's going to be our immediate suspect, and he needs to be aware of that."

David flipped open Tisdell's file, and then mirrored the on-duty security patrol to pick him up.

"You seemed very nervous when you came in here," David asked after completing his call with the team.  "Is there something more to this?"

"No.  I was worried about what he might do to me if I told you.  I guess actually telling you took away that worry.  Or maybe it's just being here in this office.  Anyway, once I started to get it out, I felt better."

David nodded.

It didn't take too long for the team to bring in the suspect.  David took him into an interrogation room and talked to him for over an hour, without any admission.

David left the interrogation room, and then had Sheila call Dean Lengel for him, and have her come down to the office.  He went back in to talk to Kella.

"He didn't confess, did he?" she asked.

"No.  Neither of us really expected that, though."

"No," she agreed.

"Because I cannot prove anything, I have to turn this over to the dean's office for possible disciplinary action against him."

"But isn't she just going to depend on your investigation?"

"Well, yes, but she is allowed to apply her own judgment to the situation, whereas I am not."

"Oh."

When Dean Lengel arrived, David explained the situation to her.  She spoke to Kella, and then she interviewed Bradley Tisdell.  She left that interview highly dissatisfied.

"He's an awfully arrogant young man," Dean Lengel said.

"Well, he's a Tisdell, what do you expect?"

"Excuse me?"

"His older brother is Aaron Tisdell, former School's Biggest Asshat?"

Dean Lengel grinned.  "I see.  Apparently criminal behavior runs in the family."

"Apparently.  Emile, I'm technically not allowed to ask this question of complainants, but Kella is willing to take a truth potion."

Dean Lengel nodded.  "I'll keep that in mind.  Why aren't you allowed to ask?  We've never said you can't."

"Coming from a law enforcement official - or a chief of security - it's felt that the question carries too much pressure behind it.  The thought is that even asking someone if they're willing is a coercive question when coming from an investigator."

"I see," she said.  "Did she seem hesitant when you asked?"

"Not in the slightest," he assured her.

She nodded.  "Okay.  Transfer Mr. Tisdell to detention until I resolve this matter.  Kella can get on with her day.  I'll call for her later if I need her."

"Yes, ma'am," David said.



Once again, David was stuck in his office doing paperwork.  Dean Lengel had decided to leave Bradley Tisdell in detention for a month or so, after which time she would re-evaluate his attitude.

He was looking over reports of the activities of Willard Yenmore, as observed by various security and DIRT personnel, when the alarm sounded.  It was a standard klaxon noise, accompanied by a flashing red glow that came directly from the ceiling.

David got up and grabbed his coat, then headed to the outer office.  The alarm was an idea of Tanya's.  A simple spell, cast by any security member, would alert the office and pinpoint them on a wall map.

"Santana Hall.  Let's go," David said to the other security officers in the room.

The team hustled across the terrace, but it still took them minutes to arrive.  David once again considered getting them some kind of transport vehicles.

As they approached, they saw a scuffle in progress.

"Break it up!" David shouted as he and the other security officers arrived.  The DIRT, who had signaled the emergency, were off to one side.  One of them looked to be injured, the others, simply out of their depth.

"What the fuck is going on here?" David demanded.

"These assholes attacked us for no good reason!" one guy said.

"No good reason my ass!" one of the others snarled.  "You were trying to extort money from a first-year!"

"Bullshit!"

"Shut up, both of you," David snapped.  Turning to the one, he asked, "Where is this alleged first-year?"

"He ran off when the fighting started," the guy said.

"Uh-huh.  Stay put."

Tanya kept an eye on the fighters while David walked over to the DIRT.  "What happened to you?" he asked one of the girls on the team.

"Stray energy ball caught me in the arm."

"When we're done, go to the infirmary and have that looked at."

"Yes, sir."

"So, what happened here?"

"We don't know, sir.  We came upon the fight already in progress.  We tried to stop it, but there are three times as many of them as us.  After Nikki got hurt, I decided to pull back and wait for help."

"Smart man," David said.  "Okay, you don't know why the fight started?"

"No, sir."

"All right.  Escort Nikki up to the infirmary, then go make out your report."

"Yes, sir."

David turned back to the groups.  He noticed there was now another student present.

"Who're you?" David asked, returning to the group.

"He's the first-year," Tanya said.

The student nodded.  "I saw you guys running to break up the fight.  I figured I should come back and tell you what happened, so these guys don't get in trouble."

"Trust me, they're going to get in trouble," Tanya said.  "One of those guys is unconscious and bleeding."

"Shit."  David made his call to the infirmary, then turned to the first-year student.  "So, tell me what happened."

"Well, I just got paid a few hours ago.  I have a job working in the snack bar.  Anyway, I got paid, and I guess these guys knew somehow, because as I was walking to go down to the bank to deposit it, they jumped me.  They were standing all around me, demanding the money or I'd 'get a beatin',' is what they said."

"You lying sack of-"

"Shut your damned mouth," David snapped angrily.  The man kept quiet after that.

"Well, then these guys came from somewhere... I didn't see them until they jumped the other guys.  They pushed them away, telling them to leave me alone.  Someone swung first... I really couldn't tell you who... and then it was like everyone else swung at the same time.  Once the fighting started, I got the hell away from things."

David nodded.  "Okay, we'll need you to come with us to talk with the dean."  Turning to the extortion suspects, he said, "Pull up your sleeves."

"No," the annoying one said.

David decked him, and he fell to the ground.  David then grabbed his arm and yanked his sleeve up.  Oddly, there was no tattoo there.

"Idiot," David snarled, then  moved over to the others.  There was only one Clan tattoo present.

"Okay, the lot of you are coming with us to the dean's office."

"Hey, we were just trying to help the first-year!"

"Then you should have gone and gotten the DIRT team, which was obviously close by.  Or called security.  OR simply waited until someone had thrown a punch."

"He has to get hurt before we can help him?" the guy asked incredulously.

"As it stands right now, buddy, you started the fight.  Your group got physical first.  I do not need vigilantes running around my campus."

"You damned well need something," another one said.  "These Clan bastards are back and they're all over the place."

"And we are dealing with them.  But you are no better than The Clan.  You do whatever you want, with no regard for the rules.  Who gave you the authority to decide who is right and who is wrong?"

"Who gave it to you?  You do the same damned thing!"

"I was given the authority to do so by the dean of the Academy and the Ministry of Education.  I don't remember you being on my list of authorized personnel."

There was grumbling among the group, but they didn't resist as the security team prodded them toward the nearest rock lift.

Ultimately, the vigilantes were sentenced to detention, the Clan member was expelled, and the other instigators were sent to detention as well.  David then had a security member escort the victim to the bank, just to make sure he didn't have any more trouble that day.

"This is becoming a problem," Dean Lengel said, referring to the vigilantes.

"I know.  While the sentiment is nice - they really want to help - the method sucks.  Perhaps if we expanded DIRT into the lower grades."

"You want to sanction their behavior?"

"Sanction and regulate their behavior.  But I think you'd also find that most of them would drop out fast, once they realized what it's really like to run security patrols."

"So... a temporary program, then?"

"A 'trial' program," David offered.  "You might even find it is actually useful."

"What about the fact that they don't know as much as the older students?"

"The third- and fourth-years can hold their own fairly well.  We would need to have them accompanied by either a security officer or an older DIRT member, though.  Just to be safe.  But you'd need to do that, anyway, to supervise them."

"Right.  I'll talk it over with the Minister."

David nodded.  "I have to go get some work done."

"Have fun," Dean Lengel said with a grin.

David grunted.



"David!  Nice to see you!  How has your semester been so far?" Prof. Rutherford asked cheerfully.

"Busy," David said.  "But productive."

"Well, if it must be busy, then productive is the only good outcome.  Now, you've been working on aeromandy this semester.  Have you even had much chance to actually work with it?"

"Yes, ma'am, I've made a point of it."

"Okay, so what do you have to show me?"

David reached over and grabbed a handful of dirt from the bin.  He focused his mind, and he slowly blew outward.

A wind rushed around him and forward.  David took hold of the wind, twisting it and shaping it to his desire.  Once he'd gotten things the way he wanted them, he raised his hand and began to let the dirt fall free, a few grains at a time.

The dirt was caught up in the current of air.  It followed a helical path, and as David sprinkled more and more dirt, the outline of a coil, floating in mid-air, became apparent.  The coil was a foot wide and about six feet tall.  It was discernible, because of the dirt, but quite transparent.

"Oh, very nice," Prof. Rutherford said.  "Can you make the coil tighter?"

David focused more intently, and drew his mental image of the coil tighter.  The real coil followed suit slowly, its speed increasing and so the dirt tended to float more toward the top of the coil, making the bottom portion invisible.

"Very good.  Okay, you can let go."

David didn't quite let go.  Instead, he rearranged the image in his head so that the wind would blow the dirt back into the bin.  Only when all the dirt had fallen back where it belonged did he terminate his aeromandy.

"Thank you.  I could have cleaned up the mess, but nice of you to prevent one in the first place."

David smiled.

"So.  Obviously you went right to fine control with aeromandy.  You didn't think you could go any larger?"

"I'm not sure what 'larger' to do with it, frankly."

"Well, we didn't really do much in class.  We moved some pinwheels, caused small vortexes.  Have you tried something large?  Like a dust devil?  I would think, no offense, that an actual tornado would be beyond you, but I'd expect you could produce a dust devil."

"I hadn't thought of it.  I'll give it a try."

"Good.  I want you to keep pushing yourself with these things.  Spend the next couple of weeks going bigger.  Then you can get back to the smaller things."

"Yes, ma'am."

"In any case, you're doing well.  Just keep it up, and I'll see you in a couple weeks."

"Okay.  Have a good night, Professor."

"You, too, David."



David was, once more, in his office at the school.  He was beginning to wonder if Wilson was forcing Joe to not call him in on cases.

He didn't realize that his next Rimohr case was walking in the door.

"David?" Sheila said from the doorway.  David looked up.  "There's a student here to see you."

"Show him in," David said.  The student walked in and sat down, and Sheila closed the door.

"What seems to be the problem?" David asked.

"Do you know a guy named Dan McCoy?"

David looked up as he tried to think.  Finally, he said, "Not that I can recall."

"He used to go here.  He got his license a few years ago.  He lives in Earth."

"Okay... not ringing any bells, sorry.  What's this about?"

"He's my cousin.  He sent me a letter the other day.  I'm not sure what to do about it."

David cocked an eyebrow.  "Can I see it?"

The student handed over the letter.  David read it quickly until he got to the third paragraph.  After that, he absorbed every word very intently.  It took him a long moment to finish reading.

Setting the page down, David asked, "Why didn't he go to the authorities with this?"

"He's an anxious guy.  The thought of talking to police, or Rimohrs... heck, even having to come talk to you... makes him very nervous."

"So he made you do his dirty work," David said with a smirk.

"Something like that.  He also wasn't sure who to tell.  I'm not, either, which is why I came to you."

"Okay.  I'll take it from here.  Thank you for bringing it in."

"Yes, sir."

David waited until the student left, then re-read the letter two more times.

Has to be a mistake, David said to himself.

Nevertheless, he picked up his mirror and dialed.

"Joe?  I just had something come across my desk... you're going to have to see this.  Wilson, too.  I'll be down in a half-hour."

"Wilson's in a meeting with our district chief..."

"Then he'll want to see this, too.  Joe, I'm not kidding, this is important.  Like, major important.  I don't want to discuss it over the mirrors, I don't know how secure they are.  Like I said, I'll be there shortly."



David had thoroughly expected to have this particular problem yanked out of his hands by Wilson, due to its significance.  The district chief, however, had insisted that David stick with it, as the case had been brought to him.  Besides, he was familiar with Earth, and that was apparently going to be important to the case.

At the moment, David was walking down an apartment building hallway.  He was joined by Joe and Vivian.  The case demanded more than just two people.  It would probably consume the entire division before all was said and done.

Before they'd reached this point, they had done an extensive background check on Dan McCoy, to see if he was crazy or prone to flights of fancy.  All of that had come up negative.

David stopped in front of door 24, and then looked at Joe.  Joe motioned him to proceed, so David knocked.

The door opened after just a few seconds, and the face on the other side was the expected one.  It also bore the expected look of surprise and a bit of fear.

"Dan McCoy?" David asked.  The man nodded.  "Rimohrs.  Can we come in?"

The man stepped back to let the three of them in.  David introduced them, and then they all sat down in the man's living room.

"You know why we're here," David said.

"My letter," he said.

"Yes," David confirmed.  "How did you come by this information?"

"I was sitting in a restaurant having lunch.  There were two guys at the booth next to mine, and they were talking about it.  They were speaking in really low tones, but I have really superb hearing, like, way better than normal, so I could still hear what they were saying."

"Can you describe them?"

"Only one of them.  The other always had his back to me.  I can only give you height and build on him.  Well, and his hair color, since he didn't have any..."

Joe was taking notes furiously, so David didn't bother.  "How do you know they were talking about Callamandia, and not the United States?"

"They mentioned Senesty and Bolmont.  I Google-mapped both of those names, and came up blank, so they had to be talking about Callamandia."

"Okay.  Now, what exactly were they talking about?"

"They were discussing the best chances they might have to 'hit their target'.  They discussed a few ideas, but rejected them.  I don't think they came to any kind of conclusion.  At least, not one I heard.  There were portions of the conversation that were too quiet even for me to hear."

"Okay," David said.  "I need for you to walk us through the conversation, as much detail as you can, from beginning to end.  Everything you remember."

The man nodded, and then began to relate as much information as he could.  When he'd finished up, he said, "I'm sorry I can't fill in those missing parts.  In both cases, trucks went by outside, and it just made it too noisy for me to hear them."

David nodded.  "I need you to give us a view of the guy you did see."  David taught him the charm for displaying an illusion of the man, and Dan did so.  Joe made notes on the appearance, while David took an image of the illusion.

"You have no idea who these two men were?"

"No.  I've never seen them before that I'm aware of."

"Do you eat in that restaurant frequently?"

"No.  It was the first time.  Good food, though."

David nodded.  "What was the name of the restaurant?"

"Sharky's Diner.  And yeah, I had seafood."

David chuckled.  "Is there anything else you can tell us?"

"Only that they really seemed serious.  You know, this wasn't like a joke or some kind of wishful-thinking exercise.  They really sounded like they were planning this."

"Right.  Okay.  Thank you for your time, Mr. McCoy.  If we need more information, we'll be in touch."

"Yes, sir," the man said.

David led the others out into the hallway.  He immediately turned to Joe.

"You think he's telling the truth?"

"Undoubtedly," Joe said.  "He was too scared of us to lie about it."

David nodded.  "And do you think he really heard what he thinks he heard?"

"Unfortunately, we have to assume he did."

"But... who the hell would want to assassinate the King of Callamandia?"



 

 











	

	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 6


Chapter 10: March


David, Joe and Vivian all waited in a conference room off a hallway outside the throne room.  With them were two guards and one of the king's advisors.

After half an hour, the door opened and the king entered the room.  Everyone rose to their feet and bowed their heads.  The king sighed quietly.

"Okay, let's get started," the king said.  "You three have something you claim is urgent to discuss.  You wouldn't even tell my advisors what it was about.  So, out with it."

Joe said, "Your Majesty, we apologize for interrupting your day, but we felt we had to bring this directly to you, and as immediately as possible.  Your Majesty, your life is in danger."

"What?" the advisor interjected. 

The king waved him down.  "You'd better explain that comment, Agent."

Joe waved to David, who was still taking point on this matter, because the District Chief wanted it that way.

"Your Majesty," David said.

"Nice to see you again," the king interrupted.

David jolted.  "Thank you, sir.  It's an honor to be in your presence, as well.  I just wish it was for a happier reason."

The king nodded for him to continue.

"Your Majesty... to explain a little, I am currently a Rimohr intern.  While I'm in my training phase, I am also working as the Chief of Security for Woodward Academy."

"Yes, I'm aware.  Go ahead."

David nodded.  "In the middle of last week, one of the students brought to me a letter he had received from his cousin.  In the letter, the cousin claimed to have overheard two men discussing a plot.

"We went to interview the cousin directly, sir, to get more information.  The cousin was in a restaurant and overheard two men discussing their plans to, in their words, 'hit their target.'  They referred to movement between Bolmont and Senesty, and also referred to the palace security staff.  These facts, among other smaller things that were said, lead us to believe that they mean to target you, Your Majesty."

"That's crazy," the advisor said.  "How would technos even get here?"

"Who said they were technos?" David replied.  "I just said they were in Earth.  There are plenty of wizards in Earth, sir."

"Okay," the king said after a long moment of silence.  "You say they're plotting to kill me.  I think it's a bit of a stretch, but I'll give you, for the moment, the benefit of the doubt.  How do you want to proceed?  You want me to hide myself away somewhere and cower in fear?"

David looked to Joe.  He was far too junior to be giving the king advice.

Joe said, "No, Your Majesty.  At this point, we don't have enough information to advise you on a course of action, other than to perhaps increase your security detail somewhat, and be more vigilant.  We are going to be investigating this matter much more thoroughly.  We just wanted to make sure that you were aware of the situation as immediately as possible."

"Why didn't you just mirror us, then?" the advisor demanded.

"Are you sure those are secure communications?" David asked him.  "This cannot be transmitted via an insecure method.  If the wrong people find out about this, the best thing that would happen would be to panic the citizens."

"I can't even imagine how one would intercept a mirror communication."

"I can," David told him.  "All it takes is a good diviner and the right tools."

The king was more interested in this.  "Is there a way to protect our communications?"

"Not yet, Your Majesty.  I'm working on it with my faculty advisor in Divination at the Academy."

"Who is your faculty advisor?" the king wanted to know.

"Prof. Casie Zoroaster.  We are also getting the assistance of Prof. Amus Dartson."

The king nodded, recognizing both names.  "You will let me know if you develop something."

"Yes, sir."

"Very well.  Agent Garibaldi, if this really is a plot against me, then it's a plot against the entire kingdom.  You will find out the truth, and do so quickly.  If these people are really trying to kill anyone, you will run them to ground.  If it's something other than that, I want to dismiss this as quickly as possible.  You use whatever resources you need to, is that understood?"

"Yes, Your Majesty," Joe said.  "The three of us will be on this case full-time until it is solved.  Other investigators will be called in as needed."

"Very good.  Keep me informed."  The king strode out the door as everyone bowed to him.

David looked at Joe and asked, "Now what?"

"I was just about to ask you that," Joe admitted.



"I really hate those damned airplane rides," Joe said.

David grunted.  "Would you rather have spent eight hours straight in my truck?"

"Um... no."

"Okay, then."

"I love flying," Vivian said.  "It's such a fun experience to watch the world go by."

"You should try flying on a pegasus sometime," David told her.

"I've never done that," she admitted.  "Is it difficult to do?"

David snorted.  "Not if your peg likes you."

The three were walking along a street in Ocean City, Maryland.  After a few more minutes, they turned and went into Sharky's Diner.  Finding an empty booth wasn't too tough, and they looked over the menu while they waited.

After they had ordered, David pulled out the image that he'd taken of the illusion-bust of their suspect.  He looked down at it, and looked around the restaurant.

"I don't see him here," David said.

"It would have been amazing luck for that," Vivian said.

David replied, "True, but I like easy over hard."

Vivian grinned.

When the waitress returned with their orders, David waited for her to set everyone's plate down, and then he said, "Excuse me, Miss.  Have you ever seen this man in here?" he held up the image he'd taken.

"Hell, yeah, he's in here all the time.  You a cop?"

"Something like that," David said.  "Do you know his name?"

"Jared Hallerin," she said.  "I dated him once.  And only once."

"That bad?" Joe asked.

"His version of creepy makes stalkers look normal."

"Would you know if he has a bald friend?"

"He's got lots of friends, more than one of them bald.  They all look like skinhead types to me.  Anything else?"

"When was the last time you saw Hallerin in here?"

"Last week sometime.  He's a regular, but not a 'regular' regular, if you know what I mean."

David nodded.  "Thank you very much for your help."

"Sure."

When the waitress left, David turned to Joe.  "So, we can sit here and wait for him for the next week or so, or we can go out looking for him."

"Which do you think is better?" Joe asked David, clearly testing him.

"Both, actually.  But if we can only do one, then sitting here is probably not the best course of action.  If he's really involved in an assassination plot, then he might not come back in here before that's done.  We don't know how long we've got before they intend to make their attempt.  It could be days.  Hell, in truth, it could be hours."

"So what do you suggest?" Joe asked.

"Can we get someone from the Cormatsen office to come and watch this place?"

"Sure."

"Okay, then we do that, while we are out looking for him.  That way, if he does come back here, that's still covered."

"So, what's our next step in finding him?" Vivian asked.

David knew they were pushing him, testing his abilities.  He was quite certain they knew how this was supposed to go.  "We contact the local police to try to get an address.  If that doesn't work, we try state police, then the FBI.  Once we've got an address, we can go there looking for him.  If nothing else, we can look around his home."

"We don't have a warrant," Joe objected.

"You know better than that," David replied.  Joe nodded.  An assassination plot on the king was a national security matter, and those investigations, while still handled by the Rimohrs, were run under far looser rules.  David had taken the time to brush up on all of this while on the flight down from Boston.

"So, for right now..." Vivian prompted.

"For right now, enjoy your lunch."

"Can I ask you something?" Joe asked David.

"Sure."

"Why do you always order a meal when we come to a restaurant to ask questions?  Why don't we just ask the damned questions?"

"Weren't you hungry?" David asked.

"Well, kind of, but I could easily have waited."

"Technos don't like having their time wasted.  Us asking her questions doesn't earn her a penny if we're not ordering food.  Since we've placed an order, she has an expectation that we'll leave a tip.  She also has an expectation that, if she cooperates with our questions, we will leave a bigger tip."

"So we're paying for her cooperation."

"In a sense, yes.  We're giving her some motivation to not blow us off."

Vivian asked, "And will you leave her a bigger tip because she was helpful?"

"Hell, yes.  That's just a courtesy to our fellow law enforcement officers.  If we stiff her on the tip, then that makes it harder for the next cop who comes in here to get anything out of her."

"Earthers and their money," Joe grumbled.



David walked into Hallerin's apartment.  He said quietly, "Hello, Rimohr officers, we are here to search your apartment."

Vivian said, "No one's going to hear you in that tone of voice."

"That was kind of my point," David replied.  "We're required to say it, but if I scream it, then the neighbors will hear me.  No point in giving Hallerin more information than necessary."

The three of them fanned out, each taking different sections of the apartment.  After about five minutes, they reconvened in the living room.

"Nothing," Joe said.  Vivian indicated likewise.

"If the dishes in the sink are any indication, he hasn't been here for several days, at least.  There's mold on them."

"Ugh," Vivian said.

"Did you find anything that said where he might be?" Joe asked David.

"No.  You?"

"Nope."

Vivian hadn't either.  "Now what?"

"Now we try to make up a list of known associates, I guess," David said.  "We'll go back to the cops and see if they can help with that."

"This is going to be a long one," Joe said with a sigh.

"Hopefully not too long.  We don't have an open timeframe here."

The others nodded in agreement.



"Morning, David," Joe said when he finished yawning.  "You sleep okay?"

"Ugh," David said.  "On the whole, I'd rather have been in Vivian's room.  You snore like a chainsaw."

Joe grinned and asked, "How do you know Vivian doesn't snore just as bad?"

"Why would I care?" David replied with a grin.

Joe laughed.

The three of them met up for breakfast and discussed their plan for the day.

"Running these four down shouldn't take too long, unless they're off with our boy," Joe said.

"Yeah.  If we don't find them, or if we find them and they're not associating with Hallerin, then what?" David asked.

Joe shrugged.  "In that case, we'll have to go back to Bolmont and regroup, try to find another way to find him."

"We might need to get the FBI to put out an APB on him."

"What's that?" Joe asked.

"Earth version of a King's Order," Vivian explained.

"Oh, okay.  That's probably a good idea, anyway.  They've got a lot more eyes and ears to search with."

David nodded.



Another eight hours hadn't turned up anything useful in the search for Hallerin's accomplice.  Having exhausted their leads in Maryland, they decided to head back home to rethink their approach.

"Don't get so upset.  You can't expect to find what you need so quickly," Vivian said.  Joe had asked her to sit next to David on the flight back to Boston.  He knew that David would want to discuss the case, and Joe needed a break from it all.

"I know, but this is important, dammit."

"Aren't they all important?" Vivian asked.

"Well, yes, but this is prevention, not justice.  If we let the king get killed, it's a really big thing."

"I see your point.  Still, you can only do what you can do.  The rest is up to fate."

David grunted in discontent at that remark, and looked out the window.



David grumbled as he entered Alton Hall.  It was seven o'clock in the morning, and he didn't like being summoned before breakfast.

"Hey, Tanya," David said.  "Good morning, Prof. Herbert.  What seems to be the problem?"

Prof. Herbert merely motioned to the pedestal in front of where he was standing.

"It's... an empty pedestal," David said.

"Precisely the point," Prof. Herbert said.  "It's not supposed to be empty!  There should be a glass cover over the pedestal, and a very rare and expensive potion within!"

"So it was stolen?"

"Yes, obviously!"

"What was the potion?"

"It is called Bink's Aid."

David blinked.  "Okay... what does it do?"

"It protects the user from magic - all magic - for a time.  No spell cast upon the user will have any effect.  The effects are short-lived, but very potent."

"I can imagine it would be quite useful under certain circumstances.  Why was it kept here, instead of someplace more secure?"

"It has always been here in the potions archive.  It was created by Prof. Binkorlas Roogna, shortly after the academy was founded.  The formula is damned-near impossible to produce."

"You said there was a glass cover?"

"Yes, it was fastened to the pedestal by these bolts.  But, as you can see, the bolts are still in place."

"They must have vaporized the glass, or morphed it into air or something."

"Not possible.  Any spell such as that would not have worked.  We did have protections on the pedestal, you know."

David nodded.  "So, what we know is that the glass cover is missing, but the bolts holding it in place are still here.  The potion was valuable, difficult to make, and widely known to be here."

"Yes."

Just then, one of David's security officers showed up.  "Chief, I think you'd better see this."

They all followed the officer to an outer door.  The door separated the main portion of the building from the "midnight lab", the area where students were allowed to work on potions in the evenings.

The door was still solid, and still in place, but one of the window panes in its upper half was now completely missing.

"This hasn't been broken or cut out," David said.  "This is just... gone."

"Just like the pedestal," Prof. Herbert said.

"Is this normal glass?"

"A bit thicker than usual, but yes," Prof. Herbert said.

"Hmm," David replied.  "And the same with the pedestal?"

"Yes."

"So someone has learned to remove glass.  That's something to look into.  We'll get right on this, Professor."

"Good deal," the professor said, and headed off.  David then dismissed the security officer who'd found the door.

To Tanya, David said, "I'll help you as much as I can, but this is your case.  I don't have the time to take this on."

"I didn't think you were working on anything.  You said you'd wrapped up that serial killer case."

"I did, but I have something else working.  It's urgent and... well, it's also need-to-know, sorry."

Tanya nodded.

"I'm in a bit of a holding pattern with the other thing right now, however, so I'll do what I can to help you figure this one out."

"Where do you figure to start?" Tanya asked.

"Researching ways to get rid of glass."

Tanya nodded again, and the two left for their offices.



"How did they come up with these names?" David asked Vivian, who was riding with him.

"They pooled together with neighboring departments and the state police.  The FBI didn't come up with anything new, however.  But they did say they would be looking out for our guy."

David nodded.

The two arrived at the location of their first suspect.  It was a garage.  They walked into the back area, looking for the man who matched the picture they had.

"Hey, you can't come back here," one guy said to them.

"We're looking for Anthony Runedar," David said.

"Yeah?  And just who the hell are you?" the man demanded.

"The guy who's looking for Anthony Runedar," David replied.  "Is he here?"

"Maybe he is, maybe he isn't.  What's it to you?"

"I need to speak with him.  Now why don't you go find him and let him know that, before I actually get annoyed?"

"Big words, little man," the guy said, picking up a long-handled socket wrench.  "I think maybe you should take your bitch and leave, before I get annoyed."

"Go ahead and get annoyed," David replied.  "I'll happily put you in the hospital, if you like."

The man advanced threateningly.  David pulled his staff from off his waist, waited until the man was just close enough, then extended it.  The staff's tip connected with the bottom of the man's chin, and the force of the expansion was enough to send him crumpling to the floor.

Others in the room had watched what was going on, and they now moved in on the two.

Vivian screamed.  As David turned, she hollered, "Get your hands off me!"

David glared at the man holding her.  "Ooh, we could have a lot of fun here," the guy said.

David looked at him calmly.  "If you don't let her go, in ten seconds, you will be dead."

"You try it, and I can hurt her so bad before you ever get near me."

"Who said I needed to get near you?" David asked.  Just then, a flash of blue shot from the end of his staff.  It impacted the man full in the face, throwing him out the doorway of the garage and actually tumbling into the street.  Cars swerved and panic-stopped to avoid hitting him.

David now turned to the others, in full undead glare.  "Now, if I don't see Anthony Runedar in front of me in the next ten seconds, more people are going to start getting seriously hurt.  You so much as touch one of us again, and you will all be dead.  You think I'm bluffing?  Try me."

"Okay, okay, I'm back here.  You didn't have to kill Frankie, he was only messin'."

"He's not dead.  Just in a lot of pain.  I assume you recognize us?" he asked.

"Yeah.  What you want?"

"Jared Hallerin."

"He's not here."

"No shit, Sherlock," David replied.  "Where is he?"

"I don't know.  I ain't seen him in a couple weeks."

"He say anything to you about going out of town?  Maybe to do a job?"

"I say anything to you and he finds out, he'll break my knees."

"You don't say anything to me, and I'll break a lot more than that," David replied coldly.

"Hey, this ain't Dugerra, you can't just..."

"I can, I will, and I will get away with it," David replied.  "You're going to tell me what I want to know, or you will spend the rest of your life in a wheelchair.  Got it, punk?"

The guy looked at David for a long moment.  "You're not as young as you look, are you."  It wasn't a question.

"No.  I'm a demighost."  David enjoyed watching the man pale.  "So you know that I can get away with just about anything."

The man was shaking his head.  He went over and sat down on a stool.  "Okay, look, Jared says he's got a job, needs someone to help him out.  He says it pays fifty thousand granas, but it has to be done in Dugerra.

"I hate Dugerra.  I told him that.  I don't know what the job is, or when he plans on doing it.  I left before he got that far."

"When he asked you about it, were there others?"

"No.  But I know he was going to ask others."

"Who?" David demanded.

Anthony gave him a list of several names.  Vivian made sure to write them down.

"Just one last question.  How can you hate Dugerra with a name like Runedar?"

"Just because I grew up there, doesn't mean I enjoyed the place."

"Fair enough."

The two Rimohrs headed back out to their rental car.  Vivian was driving this time.

"Got a little rough in there, didn't you?" Vivian asked.

"We don't have time to pussyfoot around with these assholes.  We need information and we need it fast.  Plus, nobody threatens my partner."

"But those guys now know about magic."

"The things I did could be written off as fancy technology.  People at that education level don't know what is and isn't possible with machinery and lasers."

Vivian nodded.

David asked, "Did he give us any new names?"

"Two.  You want to go check them out?"

"Yeah."

"Thanks for saving my butt, by the way," she said after a few moments.

"Well, it's such a cute butt," David told her with a grin.

Vivian smiled at him, but didn't say anything.



"Figure we'll have to bust heads today?" Vivian asked.  "By which, I mean you, of course."

David smirked.  "That all depends on whether they're cooperative or want to be dicks.  Don't answer me, fine.  Lie to me, okay... but don't disrespect the uniform."

Vivian nodded as David pulled in to a metalworking shop.  The two stepped out of the car and headed in.

A large man, over six feet tall and wide in the shoulder, stepped in front of them.  "Can I help you?"

"Looking for Samuel Woloczek," David said, without being intimidated by the man's bulk.

"Get lost," the big guy said.

From behind the big guy, a voice said, "Andy, you'd best let them past before you get hurt."

Andy snorted.  "It's just a runt and a bitch."

The man stepped up, a little pale.  "And either one of them could plant you in the cemetery.  They're not what they look like.  Go help Zeke with that cargo box."

Andy glared at the Rimohrs one last time, then headed off.

"Sorry about that," the man said.  "He doesn't know who you are.  I'm Sam."

The man appeared nervous and fidgety, so David kept his hand near his wand.  He said, "We're looking for Jared Hallerin."

"I know.  Tony called me yesterday, said you might be around to talk to me.  I don't want any trouble.  I'm tryin' to clean up my act."

"Commendable," David said neutrally.

"Yeah, well, eighteen months in Brockridge convinced me it was time to do something different.  When I got out, I started learning metalworking."

David said, "Good for you.  Did Hallerin come to see you?"

"Yeah.  But I told him I wasn't in.  Yeah, sure, I could use fifty G's, but anything that's paying that well is either really dangerous, or really stupid."

"You know if he's asking anyone else?"

"Actually, one of the other guys who works here, Randy, said he was interested.  I don't know if Jared hired him, but I ain't seen him since."

"Is he a wizard?"

"Yeah.  He's the one that got me the job here."

"What's his full name?"

"Randy Johnson."

"Know where he lives?"

"No, but you can get that info from Janine, in the office.  Just tell her I said to tell you."

David nodded.  "Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. Woloczek."

"No problem.  What's Jared into, anyway?"

"Trust me, you're better off not knowing."

"That bad, huh?"

"Let's just say that it is both stupid, and dangerous."

"Gotcha."

The Rimohrs got the information from Janine that they needed, and immediately headed off to search through Randy Johnson's home.  They found no sign of him, but there were indications he'd gone on a trip somewhere.

"We need to check the airlines for these two assholes.  If Johnson's with him, and he was only looking for one person, then that's the entire crew."

"What about the bald guy?  If he only needed one, then why not him?"

"Maybe they needed one more.  Or maybe the bald guy's not a wizard, and is only helping plan things."

"Why get someone else involved that way?"

David shrugged.  "Not knowing who the bald guy is, it's hard to say.  Maybe he's good at planning something like this.  He could be former military or something.  In any case, until we find Johnson, we have to assume he's involved."

"Yeah.  And since it seems as though Hallerin was only looking for one more, we're not going to get any more information this way."

"But what if he wasn't?"

"Wasn't what?"

"Looking for just one more?  What if he was only dealing with one person at a time for security reasons?"

"Well, we haven't got any more names of people to look for, anyway."

"That's true.  So now what?" David asked in frustration.

"I was hoping you'd have an idea," Vivian admitted.

"Yeah, lock the king in a solid metal box for the next year or so."

Vivian grunted.  "I don't think he'd enjoy that."

"Ungrateful bastard," David replied with a grin.  "I guess the only thing we can do is call the FBI and see if they can get anything on travel records."

Vivian nodded.  "I guess we get to go home for a while, then."

"Tanya will appreciate that.  At least she'll get a few days off."



 "I thought I was supposed to be getting some days off," Tanya said, needling her boss as she walked up to Santana Hall.

"Well, you are, but since this looks like it's probably the same perp from last week, and that's your case, that makes this your case."

"Hmph," Tanya said in mock-grump.  "What've we got?"

"So far, just this missing window pane, with, once again, no clue as to how it went missing."

"Didn't you find anything about removing glass?"

"Sure.  The problem is, I found about two dozen ways to do it, and only a couple of them leave any clue as to what was done.  There's just no way to tell what they did.  It was done magically, we know that, because any physical method of removal would leave behind clues."

"So what did they take?"

"We haven't gotten that far yet.  I wanted to wait for you to arrive."

"Wait... so, all we know is that the window pane is gone?  What if nothing's been stolen?"

"Then you get to go back and eat breakfast."

"Well, let's go, then."

"We're waiting for Prof. Bahkeir.  She's the only one that will know what's missing.  She's the head of the arts department."

Prof. Bahkeir showed up a few minutes later, her long black hair flowing in the breeze, its blue tinge obvious in the sunshine.

"Good morning, Professor," David said.

"Good morning, David," she said.  "Please, call me Keisha, if you would.  I've never liked the sound of 'professor'."

"As you wish.  This window pane was reported missing about a half-hour ago.  This matches the nature of a theft in Alton Hall last weekend.  We were hoping you'd be able to take a quick look through the department and see if anything is missing."

"Well, I can look for major items, but if they stole something small, I won't notice."

"Of course.  But the theft last week was something very major, so it's likely that they took something of value this time, too."

Keisha nodded.  She led them into Santana Hall and immediately started looking around.

It took twenty minutes, for Santana Hall was a big building, but she finally found it.

"You weren't kidding when you said they'd take something of value," Keisha said.

"What's missing?" Tanya asked.

"The Hamelin Flute," she said.

"Should we just naturally assume this flute does what one would expect?"

Keisha grinned.  "Yes.  It is, in fact, the actual flute of the Pied Piper.  When joined with a hex, the flute can essentially hypnotize the targeted group, be it rats or people or centaurs.  The only group that seems immune to the flute - apart from the deaf, of course - are dragons."

"How did this end up in the academy?" David asked.

"The Pied Piper's descendant attended the school.  The flute had been passed down through his family.  The person who attended here felt the flute shouldn't be left to float around, lest someone new try to misuse it, so he gave it to the academy to watch over."

"Wonderful job we're doing," Tanya groused.

Keisha frowned.  "Yes."

"The flute was kept right here?"

"Yes."

"They didn't dissolve the glass this time," Tanya pointed out.

"There was no need," David replied.  He fingered the lock.  "This would have been child's play to get through."  Looking at the professor, David asked, "Why was this so weakly protected?"

Keisha shrugged.  "It's been here so long that no one really took its security seriously."

David muttered to himself, then took a deep breath and let it out.  "Okay, we appear to have no clues.  Let's see if we get anything in the way of fingerprints."

A quick forensic examination turned up only the professor's fingerprints on the cabinet, and no other clues were found nearby.

"We'll let you know if we turn anything," David said.  "If you can think of anyone who's asked about the flute recently... or even not so recently... please let us know."

"Of course."

As David and Tanya left Santana Hall, David said, "I don't like the trend."

"Theft is never good," Tanya agreed.

"It's not just theft.  Look at what's been taken so far.  A potion that protects you against magic, and a flute that controls people.  This sounds very much like someone's planning something major, and they want to make sure they can get away with it."

Tanya looked at him.  "You just turned something annoying into something very scary."

David grinned in self-derision.  "It's a knack I have."

"Uh-huh."

"Well, it's your case."

"Thanks a lot.  Any suggestions?"

"Yeah.  Find out what other goodies are floating around this school that someone might want to steal."

"Good idea."



David felt slightly guilty.  He had promised Tanya time off, and so he was on duty now, but the time he'd given her off fell during Spring Break, so there wasn't anything for security to do, anyway.  But at least she didn't have to come in to the office.

David wasn't in the office, either.  He was currently on top of Thunderbird Dorm, helping Miss J move around the plants in preparation for the Seedling Festival.  They had, of course, reacquainted themselves properly before starting their work.

The two had settled their relationship into a comfortable, if not entirely happy, routine.  They would get together when Miss J needed David's help, and during that time, they would screw like bunnies.  When the task was finished, they wouldn't see each other.  Miss J needed it to be that way.  David tolerated it because he had other outlets for his needs, and because it was the only way he got to see his friend.

As they were returning to the greenhouse to retrieve more plants, they were joined by Sam.

"Hey, you two.  Getting everything ready for the Seedling Festival?"

"With David's help, as usual," Miss J replied with a smile.

"How the hell do you have the energy to help out with this after all the other stuff you're doing?" Sam asked David.

"I always have time to help my friends," David replied.  "I'll rest when I'm dead."

"But you'll never be fully dead," Sam objected, knowing where this was going.

"Well, then I guess I'm not going to be resting," David replied with a grin.

"Uh-huh.  Well, I came to invite you to a dinner party.  Emile is throwing a little get-together tonight, and since you haven't really spent much time with us professors this year, we thought maybe you could come and catch up with us."

"Sure, no problem.  When and where?"

"Seven o'clock, in the- Aagh!"

David saw a bright flash hit Sam in the chest.  His first instinct was to look around for an attacker, but he couldn't see anyone.  The hex could have come from a number of places.

His attention was refocused, however, when Sam collapsed to the ground.

"Sam!" he screamed, kneeling down next to her.  Blood was oozing from every orifice of her body.  "Holy shit," he breathed.  He was thinking as hard and as fast as he could.  He couldn't give her Bloodbank; she was bleeding too steadily from her mouth to swallow it.  He knew he had to do something quickly, or she would bleed out in only a couple minutes.  Already, she was looking intensely pale.

Finally, David pulled something up from his deepest memory.  "Sifungarey amatos!" he growled fiercely, placing his hand on her chest.  The blood immediately started to retreat back into her body.

"Did that fix her?" Miss J asked worriedly.

"Unlikely.  I'd bet there's more wrong within her.  Shit, Annie's on vacation again.  Why does this shit keep happening when she's not around?  Is there any healer on campus?"

"I don't know," Miss J admitted.

Sam groaned in pain, her hands going to her abdomen.

"Shit.  Obviously, there's more wrong.  We need to get her to the infirmary, but we also need to get a healer up here."

"What about Rusty, from down in town?"

David snorted.  "That bastard was sent to prison for refusing to heal a werecat, who then died.  They haven't replaced him yet.  Goddammit, I need help with this.  I don't know the healing arts."

David called the infirmary, but no one answered.  He then placed a call to Emile.

"David?  What's the matter?  You look frantic."

"I know Annie's on vacation.  Is there any healer here on campus?"

"No one with any kind of license, no.  What's wrong?"

"Sam has been hexed.  Badly hexed.  I'm going to get her up to the infirmary, but Emile, I don't know that much about healing."

"I don't know what to tell you, David.  Do what you can."

"Shit," he replied, then fogged off.  After a long moment's thought, he closed his eyes, opened his mind, and thought very hard, Cupcake, I need your help.

Given the proximity of the Savage Hall Annex, Cupcake was at David's side in less than a minute.  Upon seeing Sam, Cupcake let out a snort of distress.

To Miss J, David said, "I'm going to use Cupcake to get Sam to the infirmary, and then I'm going to send for help.  Is there anything you can do for her?"

"I don't even know what's wrong.  I have no spellcasting ability, David, I'm just a fairy."

David nodded.  "I need to get moving."

David bent down and picked Sam up off the ground.  He unceremoniously shoved her up on top of Cupcake, and then climbed onto the peg himself.  "Cupcake, very easy, please, we need to get to the infirmary."

In an instant, Cupcake was in the air.  She'd taken a couple running steps instead of her usual leap, but it didn't make much difference in her speed.  In seconds, they'd reached Belleci Hall.

David pulled Sam off of Cupcake and settled her to the ground once more.  He then turned to Cupcake.

"I need you to do me a big favor.  I need you to go get Olissa.  She's at my home in Bolmont.  Bring her back here, as fast as you can.  I need help, or Sam's going to die.  Can you do that?"

Cupcake whinnied in response.  As soon as David stepped away from her, she was in the air and heading south.  David then picked Sam up and carried her into the infirmary, which was completely empty at the moment.

David mirrored Olissa, to let her know that Cupcake was coming for her, then he turned to the resources he had in the infirmary.  He pulled down a healing encyclopedia, and looked for spells concerning internal scans of the body.  He found one after just a few minutes, and so took the book over to where Sam was lying.

Sam was awake, but in so much discomfort she was unable to speak.  David set the book down on the table beside the bed, and placed his hands over her body.  He said the charm, closing his eyes and waiting to see what, if anything, would come of it.

What David saw was devastating.  He nearly collapsed from the emotional horror of it.  He slumped as he opened his eyes, catching himself on the edge of her bed.

Suddenly, he felt hands on him.  He turned to see Emile holding him up.  Behind her, Miss J and Prof. Rutherford were standing.

"Are you okay?" Emile asked.  David nodded, rubbing his eyes.  "What's wrong with her?"

David motioned them away from her bed.  He sat down on the edge of a table to steady himself.

"Every system in her body is failing.  All of them.  Liver, kidneys, spleen, pancreas, the whole nine yards.  The heart is already starting to show signs of problems, and the lungs won't be far behind."

"Can you fix her?" Prof. Rutherford asked.

David nearly snorted.  "I'm way over my head here.  Where are the professors who teach the healing classes?"

"Away at a convention, which is where Annie went."

"Goddammit," David replied.  "I've sent for Olissa.  She's been taking healing classes.  That's the best we've got?  Really?  A school with fifty or more professors, and we're relying on two students, only one of which knows squat?"

"Most of the professors are gone, David.  Not a lot of them stick around after orientation."

"Fucking great.  I don't know what the hell I'm doing, Emile.  I'm getting this shit from a book!"

"Which is as much as any of the rest of us would be doing," Prof. Rutherford said.  "What can we do to help you?"

"Find me a goddamned healer!" he snarled.  "Until then, I'm just going to have to pretend I know what I'm doing."

He got up to go back to Sam, but then turned to Emile.  "This makes four."

Emile nodded seriously.  As David went back to Sam, Miss J asked, "Four what?"

Emile explained about David's concern for his friends.  Miss J frowned.  "That does seem like a lot to be just coincidence."

"Yeah," Emile agreed.  "Niobi, let's see if we can't find him some help."

Prof. Rutherford nodded, and the two went off to start mirroring people.

Meanwhile, David was frantically searching through the books in the infirmary, trying to find ways to keep Sam alive long enough for him to find the fix.  Gelert Potion wasn't an option: he'd tried it, and she vomited it back up immediately.  Nothing would stay down.  Her system was rejecting all attempts to help except through spells.

David found and enacted various charms to keep her organs functioning, but another scan showed that it was a stopgap measure.  Even the bleeding had come back once, and though the spell had forced it to stop, David knew he had to find the cure for the hex.

Olissa showed up soon, and David explained the situation to her.

"What do you want me to do?"

"Look through these books.  See if you can find out what hex we're dealing with here.  I've got a handle on these sustaining spells, so I'll keep doing these while you look."

Olissa nodded and immediately turned to the references there in the infirmary.  David hoped she would hurry; it seemed as though he was having to cast the spells more frequently as time went on.  If they didn't find a fix soon, there might not be one.

David mirrored Prof. Phillips and Prof. Thropp, but neither of them had any idea what hex this was.  Prof. Thropp was still on campus, but Prof. Phillips had taken Cat and the kids to Earth for a trip to Disney World.  Prof. Thropp offered to look through her own spellbooks to see if she could find anything.  David gratefully accepted her help.

After having cast all of the sustaining spells for the fifth time, David took another look through the healing encyclopedia for stronger sustaining spells.  He found one, and decided to try that the next time he needed to cast spells.  If it didn't work, he could always fall back on the others.  If Olissa or Prof. Thropp didn't figure out what this was, though, it was all going to be a waste.  Sustaining spells would only work for just so long.

Olissa was flipping pages in books like mad, skimming sections to see if she could find anything.  She was in a bit of a panic herself; she knew what Sam meant to David, and she couldn't handle the idea of him losing such a close friend this way.  She knew he would blame himself, and that could not be allowed to happen.

At the next round of spells, David cast the stronger spell, which did seem to push the hex back quite a bit.  It gave him a breather, but that only gave him more time to ponder what would happen if they didn't find an answer soon.

Whoever did this is going to wish I'd killed them, he thought to himself.

Finally, after six hours, Olissa found a possibility.

"David?" she asked, holding up the book.  The look of fatigue on David's face scared her.  She had never seen him so exhausted.

"What have you got?" he asked.

Olissa set the book down on the table next to the bed.  "It's the Zayinga hex, I think.  It matches all the symptoms."

"What's the countercurse?"

"That's the problem.  There isn't one listed."

"Fuck!" David snarled.  Olissa actually stepped back.

David pulled out his mirror, and contacted Prof. Thropp.

"Professor, we think we're dealing with the Zayinga hex.  Do you know of a countercurse for this?"

"I will look it up and get back to you as quickly as I can," Prof. Thropp told him.  The look on his face had scared her, too.

David set his mirror down on the table.  He turned to Olissa and tried to smile.  It failed miserably.  "Thanks," he said anyway.

"What else can I do?  Can I take your place casting the spells?"

"Have you done these before?" he asked.

She looked at the pages he had marked.  "No."

David shook his head.  "Then I don't want to risk it.  I've gotten fairly confident with them."

"But you're exhausted."

"I'll rest when she can," he replied.

Olissa knew there was no arguing with that statement.  David had never once let one of his friends remain in trouble without doing whatever he could to help them.  She knew he wasn't about to start now.  Not with Sam.

It took another three hours, and four castings of the sustaining charms, before Prof. Thropp got back to him.

"David, there was no countercurse to Zayinga.  At least, not one known to me."

"Shit," He replied.

"Now, don't give up hope.  When I couldn't find one, I set about crafting one myself.  It is, of course, untried, but it is the only thing I can offer."

"How confident are you that it will work?"

"No new spell is a sure thing, but countercurses are the ones most likely to work the first time used, because they are targeting something very specific."

"Well, it's not like we've got much choice, anyway.  I can't keep doing these sustaining spells much longer.  What has to be done?"

Prof. Thropp explained the process to him.  David sent Olissa off to collect the necessary talismans, not all of which were available in the infirmary.

"Thank you, Professor."

"Thank me if it works."

David nodded, then fogged off.  He cast the sustaining charms one last time.  It wasn't time yet, but he hoped it would push the hex back even further, giving him a chance to rest some before he'd have to attempt a wholly novel countercurse.

After Olissa had come back with the items, David had her scan Sam.  He didn't want to do it himself, because he couldn't risk running down his magical energy, and he also didn't think he could handle the emotional toll again.

"You've got some time," she said to him.  "I think you need to wait just as long as you can get away with.  Give it at least another hour, to get your energy back."

David nodded.

Forty-five minutes was all David could give himself.  He couldn't deal with listening to Sam's discomfort any longer than that, and he wasn't about to leave the room.

Dean Lengel, Prof. Rutherford, Miss J and Prof. Thropp were all present for the attempt.

David carefully positioned a hexagram medallion on Sam's chest.  He then pressed a crystal firmly against her forehead.  Similar crystals were placed on her hands and feet.  A large river stone was placed on her stomach, with two fern leaves set, crossed, on top of it.

David closed his eyes for a long moment, and then he raised his hands over Sam's body.  He had spent the last forty-five minutes memorizing the countercurse, and he could see it behind his eyelids now.  He uttered the spell clearly, enunciating each syllable and speaking strongly.  He felt the magical energy surround Sam, and the currents of magic flowed over his hands.  He made the prescribed movements with his hands, directing the magic to move within Sam, healing her and driving the negative magic of the hex from inside her body.

The talismans placed on Sam's body began to glow with a crimson light, not that David could see that.  His eyes were still closed, his mind completely focused on the task of healing Sam.  He recited the spell over and over.  The others in the room said not a word, but simply watched for over ten minutes as David worked.  They knew that, despite his lack of skill as a healer, and despite their many years of additional training, he was still the only one in the room who had a chance of pulling this off.

The crimson light surrounding the talismans grew and grew, until finally it burst outward, filling the room with an intense flash.  David lowered his hands, and then nearly collapsed, catching himself at the last second, before hands were holding him up.

"I'm okay," he said.  "Just... very tired.  Olissa, check her."

"Yes, sir," Olissa said.  The others were a bit surprised at her tone of voice, but wrote it off to the moment.  Olissa scanned Sam three times, just to make sure.  "She's clean."

"Then why isn't she awake?" Emile asked.

David replied, "She's free of the hex, but she still needs to heal.  She's going to be here a little while.  Two, three days or so."  David turned and sat on the edge of her bed, so he could look at the others in the room.  He looked to all of them like he was just barely staying conscious.  "She'll be okay, as long as nothing else goes wrong.  I'm afraid I'm not going to be able to help you with the Seedling Festival anymore, Miss J.  I need to stay here."

Miss J nodded in understanding.  "Don't worry about it.  I'll get it done."

"We'll help you with it," Prof. Rutherford said.  "Since David's not available."

Emile gave David a hug.  "That was some fancy spellcasting.  I'm proud of you."

"Thanks, Emile."

She headed off.  Prof. Rutherford shook his hand and left as well.

Prof. Thropp stepped up.  "Marvelous job with the spell, David."

"Thanks, Professor."

"Endora," she said, holding out her hand.

David took it.  "Thanks for the help, too."

"Sam's a good friend of mine, as well."

"You could have cast this spell better than I could have.  Why didn't you?"

"Actually, no, I couldn't.  It's a very tricky thing, to work with the healing arts.  I've tried it before, and I usually end up making things worse instead of better.  I couldn't risk that in this case.  If any of us could have taken this off you, David, we would have.  I can see how much it's taken out of you to manage it.  Get yourself some rest.  You need it almost as much as she does."

David smirked.  "I'll do that.  Thanks again."

Endora nodded and then headed off.  Miss J stepped close and hugged him, then gave him a kiss.  "Take good care of her," she said.

"I will," David promised.  "Sorry I can't help you now."

"You know it's not the Seedling Festival help that I'll miss," she said, smiling.  "I'll manage."  She kissed him one last time, then she, too, left.

Olissa slid one of the other infirmary beds over so it was next to Sam's.

"I know you're not going anywhere, Master, but you do need to rest yourself.  I'll keep an eye on her while you sleep, and I'll wake you if anything bad happens."

David nodded.  "Thanks."

Olissa kissed him as he lay down.  "That was a hell of a spell, by the way," she told him.

"I didn't write it, I just cast it," he said.

"And you always say you suck at spellcasting," she said.  "Guess you just need to be motivated strongly enough."

David smirked.  "I love you, Olissa," he said.

"I love you, too, Master.  Now please get some rest."

David settled his head down onto the pillow, and he was asleep before he exhaled his first breath.



For the next two days, "Healer Stroud" was running the infirmary.  It had only one patient, but he wasn't going to leave her side.  It took most of the first day before she woke up.  Even then, she was very weak.  David found several healing potions, and even tried some healing charms, and Sam's recovery was rapid.  By the third day, she was able to be up and moving around.

She could see that David was still pained, however.  The spellcasting had truly pushed David right to his limits, and as such things do, his mind and body were taking a while to recover from the exertion.  His recovery paralleled her recovery, and by the end of the third day, he seemed to be better.

During one of Emile's visits to check in on Sam, David decided to take a walk.  He wouldn't go far, but he hadn't seen the sun in days.  Jailla swooped down to join him.

"How is Sam?" he asked.  He didn't like the infirmary, so he didn't go in there.

"She's better.  Just a little weak now."

"How are you?"

"Still have a headache from Hell."

"This should pass."

"I hope so.  Naproxen Ghostium isn't working on it."

"I was wondering if you had tried that."

"Annie keeps a supply in the infirmary, just in case."

"Wise of her."

"I'm getting worried."

"About?"

"My friends.  This is the fourth one so far this year.  Flo, then Lydia, then Gwen, now Sam.  People around me are being attacked."

"Lydia's attack seems different.  Far less dangerous."

"Only because I was there to help her.  Imagine floating away in that bubble, and then the bubble pops when you're five thousand feet above the ground.  Or hell, it doesn't pop, just keeps rising, and takes you to thirty thousand feet, where you can't breathe.  Don't kid yourself; that could have killed her."

"Perhaps you're right," Jailla conceded.  "What will you do about it?"

"Not much I can do.  I have already been doing seeings on it, with no luck.  I've confiscated the talismans from the countercurse.  Maybe I can learn something by studying the energy they collected."

"Not exactly your strong suit."

"No, but investigating is."

"True."

David sat down on a bench.  "Something else has been kind of troubling me lately, as well."

"What's that?"

"Do you ever plan to talk to Olissa?"

"I don't understand how this ties in to the current problem."

"When I sent Cupcake to pick up Olissa, she didn't even hesitate to let Olissa ride her.  Yet you still don't talk to her.  Will you ever?"

Jailla ruffled his feathers.  "That would be a very difficult thing for me to do."

"You talk to Lise..."

"Though both are in love with you, Lise and Olissa have completely different mindsets.  Lise is submissive because she is insecure.  She loves you, but wishes to be treated as your equal.  She knows that the incompleteness of her life comes from within herself.

"Olissa is submissive because she is submissive.  She loves you more than she loves herself.  She doesn't even see herself as your equal.  That isn't insecurity on her part, but an actual reasoned choice.  Many would find that hard to understand, but she doesn't really care.  She knows that the incompleteness of her life came from her constantly rejecting you, a situation she has since resolved.

"To be brief, I have an affinity with Lise, which made the connection with her almost as easy as with you.  For me to connect with Olissa would be highly difficult.  Not because I do not like her; in fact, I like her quite a lot.  It is just that she and I are not directly compatible."

"Oh.  Okay."

"That is... acceptable?"

"As long as you had a reason other than, 'I don't want to,' it was good enough."

David rose and headed back into the infirmary.  He met Sam, who was on her way out.

"You're coming with me," She said strongly.

"Yes, ma'am," David replied.

The two entered faculty housing and made their way to Sam's apartment.  Jailla immediately flew to a window ledge and studiously examined the landscape.

"How are you feeling?" Sam asked.

"Isn't that my question?" David replied.

"I'm fine, thanks to you.  But you've been pained these last few days."

"I have a headache, nothing more."

"Good.  Sex is good for headaches."

David raised an eyebrow.

"You think I'm going to let you save my life without saying thank you properly?  Why do you still have on clothes?" she said, repeating a line she'd used several years before.

"Are you sure you're up to this?" David asked, moving close to her.  Instead of taking off his own clothes, he started to unbutton her blouse.

"I'm fine," she assured him.  "You did a hell of a job fixing me up.  Annie couldn't have done it better."

"I highly doubt that," David replied, finishing up with the buttons on her blouse and pushing it gently off her shoulders.  He allowed his hands to slide over her shoulders and down onto her back, pulling her close to him and reaching for the clasp on her bra.  Soon it was undone, but David continued to hold Sam close to him.

Pulling back to look her in the eyes, David told Sam, "I was terrified of losing you."

"I know," she said quietly.  "But you fixed things.  You've shown your love for me, now let me show my love for you."  With that, Sam kissed him, her tongue slithering its way into his mouth while her hands worked over his shirt.  In short order his shirt was on the floor, and she was working at his pants.

David kicked off his shoes while Sam finished unfastening his slacks.  In a few more seconds, he was completely nude.  He continued to kiss her, but he pushed Sam back toward her bedroom.  He kicked the door closed behind them, to make the scene more intimate.

Sam's pants were quickly disposed of, and her panties followed suit, with David's hands now roaming her bare ass.  The two fell down onto the bed, continuing to kiss and fondle each other.  They rolled back and forth until Sam rolled on top of David and stopped, breaking their kiss and sitting up.

Reaching down, Sam took David's already-hard cock in hand and held it upright while she positioned herself.  She then slid down onto him in a very slow motion, squeezing her pussy repeatedly as she descended.

David slid his hands up onto her breasts, gently caressing them and sliding his thumbs over her nipples, which were hard and standing proud from her chest.

Once Sam had fully impaled herself, she stopped and looked down at David.  For a long moment, neither of them said or did anything, they just looked at each other.  As the moment passed, Sam started to rock her hips back and forth, moving herself on David's cock.  David moaned in pleasure, enjoying the feel of her around him.

Leaning down, Sam let her nipples drag along David's chest as she moved up and down on his dick.  David groaned, trying to hold back his arousal, wanting the moment to last.

"You know you can't resist me," Sam said with a mischievous grin.  "Let it loose.  It's not like I plan on letting you leave anytime soon."

David smiled and then thrust his hips up into her just once, freezing as he was fully inside and blasting her pussy with his juices.  Sam closed her eyes and enjoyed the feel of it, letting him pull her down against him.  He held her tightly and finally let loose the terror, the anxiety, and the frustration he'd felt at seeing her in mortal danger.  He cried for a long time, and Sam just let him hold her.

"I love you, Sam.  If anything ever happened to you, I would probably go completely insane."

"Hey now," she said quietly, with a light tone.  "We agreed, no long-term commitments."

"We agreed to no romantic commitments," he corrected her.  "That won't stop me from always being at your side when you need me."

"I know," she said, and kissed him.  After a long moment, she asked, "You want to take a bath with me?"

"Of course I do," he replied.

The two got up and made their way to the bathroom, with its oversized tub.  Sam filled it, and then slid down into the water.  David watched as her body took on its slick sheen, just begging him to slip his hands over her skin.  He entered the tub with her, and did just that, letting his hands slide over every curve, every sensitive bump.  As his hand slid between her legs, Sam squeaked, and then settled back, spreading her legs and letting him work.

David worked slowly and gently, first sliding his finger deep into her pussy, then gliding it along the side of her clit.  He took the tip of his finger and rolled her clit, driving Sam higher towards her apex.

Leaning down, David took Sam's nipple into his mouth while his finger continued to do its work below.  Sam moaned and mewled, resting her one hand on the back of David's head.  Her hips began to roll as her climax approached, but David kept up his steady pace.  Finally Sam could take no more, and she cried out as she reached her peak, her body shivering in pleasure.

David slid his hand from between her legs, slipping it up her body to first cup her breast, and then to pull her against him, her back resting against his chest.  He could still feel her heaving, recovering from her most pleasant exertions.

"God, I missed you," Sam said once she could talk again.  "You know all the right buttons to push."

"You taught me well, and I was a very interested student," he replied.

Sam giggled and pressed herself back against him more tightly.

"I do love you, too, David," she said after a few minutes.  "In a certain way that I can't quite describe."

David kissed the base of her neck.  "I know," he told her.  "Are you recovered yet?"

"Mm.  Don't wear yourself out.  We have all weekend."

"Have I been kidnapped?" David asked with a smile.

"Hell, yes," she replied.  "And your ransom is orgasms.  When I've had enough of them, I'll let you go."

"I see," David said with mock-seriousness.  "In that case, I'd better get back to work."

David gently pushed Sam forward until she was kneeling in the tub, her hands on the wall of the enclosure.  David got up himself, and then slowly slid his cock inside of her warm wetness.  Sam mewled as he entered her.  Once he was fully inside, he set up a rhythm, driving her toward her orgasm.  As aroused as he had her, that climax wasn't long in coming.  She cried out again, her pussy squeezing down on him as she shoved her hips back into him.

David pulled out of Sam, and then shifted, pressing the head of his dick to her asshole.  He started to press in slowly, and the lubrication spell did its magic, allowing him to slide in with ease.

Sam, who hadn't yet settled from her last orgasm, was suddenly beset with another small climax, her body shuddering as David pressed deeper and deeper into her bowel.  When he had reached bottom, he paused, running his hands along her sides and across her back.

"Oh, god, I missed that," she told him.  "You can fuck my ass any time," she told him.

David grinned and began to move his hips back and forth.  While he wasn't ramming into her, his movements were not slow.  He gripped her hips for better leverage and he felt her pushing back with each of his forward thrusts.  She was definitely climbing the ladder of ecstasy one more time.

David fondled Sam's ass as her arousal rose, and then, as she screamed out her orgasm, he grabbed her hips and slammed himself fully inside of her, locking his hips against her and spewing his load deep into her.  The two shuddered together for a long moment before they finally settled down.

David carefully pulled out of Sam, then sat back against the side of the tub.  Sam took a longer moment to be able to move, but then she settled against David.  He wrapped his arm around her, his hand resting on her abdomen, her back against his side.

"You really want me to stay the weekend?" David asked.

"Yes," Sam said.  She turned and kissed him passionately.  They both needed a rest, but they also both knew that, before the evening was over, they'd be at it again.

As they sat in the tub, just relaxing, David said, "Now might not be the best time to mention it, but do you want to know who it was that was watching us that day?"

"Can you tell me now?"

"Yes."

"Who was it?"

"Olissa."  David explained the entire shift in their relationship while Sam listened intently.

"Well.  And I thought I had a unique set of relationships," she said light-heartedly.  "So, at least you've finally found someone."

"Someone who insists that I find someone else," David said with a smirk.

"Well, I'm perfectly happy that she's willing to share," Sam said, and kissed him passionately.  After that, a long, slow session of lovemaking occupied their attention.



David spent the entire weekend with Sam, never leaving her side.  He had checked in with Olissa via mirror each day, but other than that, he and Sam had been inseparable.  They missed the Seedling Festival, but neither of them really cared that much.

On Monday morning, Sam had to get back to work, so David knew that he'd have to leave after breakfast.

It turned out that he would be leaving sooner than that.  As he stepped out of the shower with Sam, he heard his mirror making a dinging noise.  It did this when he'd missed a call.

David grabbed the mirror and said, "Return call."  He looked to make sure Sam wasn't behind him, able to be seen by whoever was on the other end.

When the person appeared, David was not surprised to see Joe.

"Good morning, David."

"Hey, Joe.  What's up?  Be aware I'm not alone."

"Oh.  Okay.  Those... people... we've been looking for have turned up.  You need to get down here so we can begin surveillance."

David nodded.  "On my way in less than fifteen."

"Right."

David fogged off, and then turned to grab his clothes.  He saw Sam looking at him.

"Sorry to run off.  This one is kind of urgent."

"And apparently a secret," she said, eyeing him curiously.

"Yeah, sorry.  It's a... sensitive matter," he said.  "Don't worry, it doesn't involve the school directly."

Sam nodded.  She waited for David to finish dressing, then came over and wrapped her arms around his neck.

"Have I thanked you for saving my life?"

"Only about fifty times," he said with a soft smile, then kissed her.  "I couldn't let my favorite professor of all time die, now could I?"

Sam snuggled tightly against him for a long moment, then finally let him go.  "Go on, go arrest your bad guy."

David kissed her again, then left.  He asked Jailla to make his own way back to the dorm, and he headed down the rock lift off the mountain himself.  In another minute, he was speeding his way to Bolmont.



"This is boring," Vivian said.  She and David were sitting in his truck across from a motel where their suspects were staying.  "Why don't we just go bust them now?"

"For what?" David asked.

"Conspiracy to assassinate the king?"

"On what evidence?  All we have is McCoy's testimony, and they could simply say he was lying.  Without anything more, I doubt the prosecutor would even show up for the trial."

Vivian sighed.  "But this is boring."

David grunted in agreement.  They had rushed like mad to get there as fast as they could, only to find that their targets had no plan of going anywhere for the rest of the day.  They had pizza delivered, so they didn't even leave to eat.

"Maybe tomorrow will be more exciting," David offered.

"It couldn't be less so.  I'd have to sleep through it."

David grunted again.

"How did we find these guys?" David asked.

"The FBI tracked them down through credit card records."

"Remind me to add Agent Deline to my Christmas Card list."

Vivian snorted.



"Okay, I'm about to go out of my mind here," Vivian said.  "Five days so far, and nothing!"

"Not true.  They've eaten a lot of pizza.  So have we."

"Oh, great.  So I'm gonna get fat."

"Little chance of that," David told her.  "Besides, they did go somewhere yesterday..."

"And yet we can't bust them for that?"

"It was legal."

"They were doing target practice!" she fumed.

"Which is legal, when you're doing it at a gun range," David replied.  "Why are you so upset?  You've got to have done this before..."

"I hate sitting still," Vivian said.  "Doing nothing drives me crazy."

"Learn to knit," David offered.

"Not funny."

"I'm not kidding," David replied.  "Learn to do something with your hands that you can take with you.  That way, you're not 'doing nothing', you're just doing your hobby in a strange place."

"Uh-huh.  How can you be so calm about all this?  Doesn't it bother you, wasting day after day watching these bastards?"

"These days aren't wasted.  Every second we sit here watching them is another second they can't get a shot off at the king."

"Hmph," Vivian replied, slumping back in her seat.

Secretly, David agreed with her in wishing they'd get on with things.  He had school work to do, which he couldn't practice in the confines of a vehicle, nor in public in Earth.

After another half hour, David's mirror buzzed.  He picked it up and answered it.

"Hey, Tanya.  What's up?"

"Got another burglary.  This time they hit Imahara Hall."

"Same MO?"

"Yeah.  Removed a pane of glass from one of the back doors, then just walked right in."

"What'd they take?"

"A device Prof. Hatch recently completed.  It renders every computer in the vicinity useless by slowing it to a crawl and making it unstable."

"Damn.  This just looks nastier and nastier."

"Tell me about it."

"Well... It's your case.  Figure out who's taking this shit.  Barring that, start patrolling the buildings at night."

"We don't have the manpower for that," she objected.

"You've got over thirty people to draw on.  Use them.  I'll back whatever plan you come up with, but we have got to catch this bastard."

"Yes, sir.  We'll get it done for you."

"I know I can count on you, Tanya.  Good luck."

As David put away his mirror, Vivian asked, "Troubles at the school?"

"Thief who seems to be planning something very nasty with some of the more valuable relics at the school."

"I think I'd rather be there," Vivian said.  "At least Tanya's got work to do."

"So do we.  We're supposed to watch that door."

Vivian growled at him, but he chose to ignore it.



"Happy now?" David asked.  They were following the suspects' car down the interstate.

"Not really.  This is just a new kind of boring."

David shook his head at her ruefully.  They had entered Georgia a few minutes ago, and David was pretty sure he knew where they were headed.  It would be tricky to follow them through the travel gate.

"Is someone watching this gate from the other side?"

"The military is.  They insisted on taking over security this close to the king."

"Uh-huh.  Do they know what these guys look like?"

"I don't know."

"Wonderful."

"The Senesty travel gate isn't so busy that they should have trouble figuring it out, if we mirror them at the right time."

"Yeah.  You know who to call?"

"Yes."

"Okay."

David focused on following the suspects, but keeping a distance, so they wouldn't notice him.  It wasn't overly hard, but as they entered the Atlanta area, he had to tighten up his surveillance, lest he lose them in the traffic.  There was a minute of sheer panic when they lost sight of the vehicle, but after clearing Atlanta, they found them again, traveling along sedately on I-75 bound for Macon.

David stopped his truck across the street from the pet store a few seconds after the suspects walked inside.

"Call the military now.  They've got to be entering the travel gate."

Vivian made the call, and she kept the connection open.

"Okay, we've got two people coming through the gate.  We have a man on them... Okay, hold up a minute... we now have two more people coming through the gate.  I'm sending another man to follow.  Crap... two more people... and another two."

David said to Vivian, "Coordinated.  I bet they changed their appearance, too."

Vivian nodded.  "Can you follow all of them, Colonel?" Vivian asked.

"No way.  Too many people.  I've already sent all my men off to follow groups, and there are still people coming out of the gate.  Always in pairs."

"Yeah, that way you can't guess which ones by number," David said sourly.  To Vivian, he said, "Let's go inside and look.  Maybe they're still waiting in there."

"You said we can't arrest them," Vivian pointed out.

"Right, but we can follow them our own damned selves."

Vivian nodded, fogged off with the colonel, and then followed David into the pet store.  He looked around, and saw a couple dozen people walking around in pairs, looking at stuff.  David and Vivian split up, to look at the people, but found no one who resembled their suspects.

"Fuck," David muttered quietly when they joined back up.  Vivian did not disagree with the sentiment.

"Now what?" she asked.

David walked over to the clerk of the shop.

"Can I help you folks?" the man asked cheerfully.

"You see these two guys come in here today?" David asked, holding up a parchment.

The man looked at the image, then shook his head.  "No, I don't remember them.  But it got real busy here the last hour or so, so I might have missed them.  You cops?"

"Rimohrs," David said.  He knew the man had to be a wizard; they wouldn't let a techno be the guardian of a travel gate.

The man nodded.  "Seems like all these folks are traveling back to Dugerra.  I guess there's some kind of to-do going on."

"Not that we're aware of," David said.  "A 'to-do' is precisely what we're trying to prevent.  You're sure you didn't see them?"

"Nope.  Feel free to look around, if you like."

"We already have," David said.  Turning to Vivian, he said, "Let's go to the back room."

As they arrived at the back room, two people were just departing through the travel gate.  They waited patiently, and soon another two entered the room.

David stepped in front of them.  "Rimohrs," he said.  "Over here."

The two looked at him in concern, then walked with him to the side of the room, out of the way of the travel gate.

"Have we done something wrong, Officer?" one of the men asked.

"Why are you traveling to Senesty today?"

"We were paid to do so," he said calmly.

"By whom?"

"Honestly?  I have no idea.  He said his name was Harvey Pookah... but we both know that's a put-on, right?"

"So why'd you take the job?" Vivian asked.

"C'mon, wouldn't you?  A thousand granas each, just to go to Senesty, walk around for a day, and come back?"

"That's all he asked you to do.  Walk around."

"Well, he did tell us that, when we left the gate, we were to walk north.  But other than that, he just said to stay gone at least an hour, then we could do whatever we wanted.  He gave us the thousand granas in advance."

"How did he find you?"

"What do you mean?"

"Earth is not, relatively speaking, crawling with wizards.  You don't just randomly ask an Earth resident to go to Dugerra.  How did he know you were a wizard?  Why did he pick you?"

"Don't know.  He contacted me by email."

"His email address?"

"Was a Gmail account."  The man gave it to David.  "Look, are we in trouble?"

"No.  But the person who paid you is.  Give Officer Columbo your names and contact information, and you're free to go."

David stepped away, watching another pair go through the travel gate.

"Shit," he muttered.

When Vivian was done with the pair, she rejoined David.  "Now what the hell do we do?" she asked.

"Protect the king," David replied.  "Come on."

"Where we going?"

"A gun shop."



"The king will see you now," the page said.  They all rose to follow him.  Joe, Agent Wilson, and the Bolmont District Chief had all joined David and Vivian to brief the king.  A general from the military was there, as well.

The group did not enter the throne room, but instead the same conference room as before.  The king was already there with other military personnel.

After the formalities, David said, "Your majesty, I assume you've already been briefed on the danger?"

"What they told me is that you've confirmed... at least to your satisfaction... that two men are planning to assassinate me.  They also said that these men are no longer being watched.  Why is this?"

"My mistake, Your Majesty," David said honestly.  "The military insisted on covering the Dugerran side of the travel gate, but our suspects had a plan to evade such a surveillance.  If I had followed the suspects through the gate, their plan would not have worked.  I take full responsibility for that failure, sir."

The king nodded.  "So, can you explain to me the exact nature of the danger?"

"The two men in question are armed, and they mean to kill you.  They do have the training necessary to make that happen."

"What do you mean, 'armed'?" one of the generals asked.

"They do not intend to kill the king magically.  They intend to do so using an Earth weapon.  A gun."

The king shook his head.  "I'm not familiar with this 'gun' thing."

"Your Majesty, I've arranged for a demonstration, if you'd care to join us on the archery range."

"Very well," the king said.

The entire group adjourned to the fortress hidden behind the palace, inside of which was all manner of military things, including an archery range.  As they walked up, they saw, down near the targets, that a watermelon had been set upon a pedestal.

"What's the watermelon for?" the king asked.

David looked a little embarrassed.  "Well, sir... no offense, but that's your head."

"Oh?" the king said with a grin.

"Yes, sir.  It's not the best representation of a human head, but there were lots of them in the kitchen, and it's close enough to make my point."

"I see."

"Now, Your Majesty, you said you're not at all familiar with firearms?"

"I don't even know what that is.  You mentioned a 'gun', so what's a firearm?"

David picked up the rifle in front of him.  "The term gun and the term firearm are, at least for our purposes, the same thing.  This is a firearm, sir.  It's called a rifle."  Picking up a cartridge, he continued, "This is a bullet.  The front part here is what leaves the rifle.  This back part, the shiny brass portion, contains a small amount of explosive.  The explosive pushes the front part out of the rifle toward the target at very high speed."

"How fast?" the king inquired.

"Fast enough that you would get hit by the bullet before you heard the shot.  This isn't something you can dodge out of the way of, like an energy ball.  You wouldn't even be able to see it coming, because it is so small, and traveling so fast."

"And what would it do if it hit me?" the king asked.

David gestured to everyone to look at the watermelon, then shouldered the weapon.  He lined up the fruit in his scope, took a deep breath, let it out, and then pulled the trigger.  The watermelon seemingly disappeared in an instant, having been blown to little pieces all over the archery range.

"Dear god," one of the king's guards whispered.  The king looked a little pale.

"What we need to know, Your Majesty, is whether your protective detail's shielding can stop a bullet.  My basic research says that it can't."

"You want to shoot at me?" the king asked with a grin.  His voice was a bit shaky.

David smiled back.  "No, Your Majesty.  I will shoot at another watermelon.  But this time, I would like your guards to attempt to protect it as if it was you."

The king nodded, and then gestured to his guards.  They moved down range while another watermelon was being set up, but David stopped them when they got halfway.

"Don't get any closer than that.  And if you can move further to the sides, it would be better."

"They would stand much closer than that when protecting me," the king objected.

"Does it matter to the strength of the spell's protection?"

"No.  They do it so that one of them can grab me and haul me away if danger shows up."

David nodded.  "I'm not an expert with this weapon, Your Majesty.  In fact, I've only practiced with it for a couple hours.  I don't want to put their lives in danger if I should happen to miss... or if the bullet does something weird when it hits their shield.  I need them to keep as far out of my line of fire as possible."

The king nodded in agreement, then motioned the guards to step back.

"Shield in place?" David asked one of the guards.  The guard nodded in reply.  "Well, here goes."

David shouldered the rifle again, once more going through the steps he'd been taught.  At the right time, he squeezed the trigger gently, and the rifle jerked in his hands as the bullet left the barrel.

As before, the watermelon was blown to bits.  The magical shield hadn't even slowed it down.

"Tivaru help us," another guard muttered.

"You see, Your Majesty, if they resort to these kinds of weapons, your guards can't do anything to stop them from hitting you."

"I understand that.  But how easy would it be to get that weapon this close to me without someone noticing?"

David then pointed to the very farthest corner of the range, which was a thousand feet off.  "Do you see the watermelon, sir?"

"Yes...  You're not saying you can hit that from here?"

David simply shouldered the weapon, took very careful aim, and fired.  Once more, watermelon was flung everywhere.  The king stared in astonishment.

"Sir, this weapon has a range of thousands of feet.  In the right hands, this weapon could hit you, while you were walking, at a half-mile.  There are other, more powerful rifles, that could hit you at over a mile away.  This is a very powerful weapon, Your Majesty."

"So what are you suggesting?" the king asked.

David turned to the other Rimohrs, who all stared back at him blankly.  They had no idea what to recommend; they were just as stunned as the king with the power of the weapon.

David turned back to the king.  "Until we can find something to charge them with, you need to stay out of public."

"You're telling me to hide."

"Your Majesty, there's no easy way to protect you from this weapon.  The best protection we have is to make sure it's never fired at you.  Until we can do that, anytime you're seen in public will make you a very inviting target."

"I cannot hide.  I will be making a speech tomorrow, in fact."

"Can it be postponed?" the Bolmont District Chief of the Rimohrs asked.

"No, it cannot," the king replied.

"Why not?" the Chief asked.

The king looked to his general and said, "Tell them."

"Sir?"

"They need to know.  In order to catch these assassins, they need to understand what's going on."

"Yes, sir."  The man turned to face the group.  "The information I'm about to give you is not to leave this group.

"This morning, we received a diplomatic communication from Alpha Hurovlad.  Vrudena is officially demanding the return of Northern Callamandia to their possession.  He claims that the treaty giving the land to Callamandia was never ratified by Vrudena, and therefore our possession of the land is tantamount to theft."

"He can't really make that stick, can he?" Joe asked.

"He doesn't have to convince us," the general said.  "Only his own people.  It is the opinion of the Intelligence Division that Hurovlad is trying to cover up his own inadequacies as a leader by giving the Vrudenans a different target for their anger."

"How serious do you think he is?" David asked the king.

"You know that better than I do," the king replied.  "You're the one who had the visions."

"Visions?" Joe asked David.

David just shook his head.  "There's no way out of this, then?"

"Not that we've found.  None short of giving back Northern Callamandia, which would displace an awful lot of people."

"Why make a speech, if the public doesn't know about it yet?" the district chief asked.

"Because Vrudena will soon make this public.  I want to preempt them."

"You know that's what they want you to do, right?" David asked.  "They threaten you like this, you go out and make a speech, they assassinate you... then... the resulting chaos in Callamandia... let's them do whatever it is they want to do."

The general looked sharply at David.  "I don't like the scenario you just put together.  Your Majesty, you can't make that speech.  Do it as a mirror broadcast."

"I refuse to live my life in fear.  Are there any alternatives?"

"None that are guaranteed to work," David replied after a very long moment of thought and internal decision making.

"Nothing is guaranteed, son," the king said.  "You have an idea?"

"Can I see the place where you plan to make your speech from?"

The entire group moved back to the palace, into the courtyard.

"The podium will be set up here," the general said.

David looked around.  "I count at least seven buildings tall enough to make a good place to shoot from.  You need to put men on top of each of those buildings."

"Simple enough.  So, that's solved," the king said.

"No, sir," David replied.  "You have to assume they will kill your guards.  You can't leave something this crucial to chance.  Can we build out the stage, so that the king is standing on a... um... a peninsula?"

"Yes..." the general said.

"Can we then surround that peninsula with a deep trough of water?"

"Certainly, but what are you getting at?"

"The only way to protect you, Your Majesty, is to put something between you and the gun firing the bullet."

"So... what do you plan to put between me and the bullet?"

David took a deep breath, but his voice was still a bit shaky when he replied, "Myself."

"What?" Joe cried in alarm.  Others showed general distress at the idea, as well.

The king said, "I can't ask you to sacrifice your life for mine, son."

"Your Majesty, I'm not looking to get shot any more than the next guy, but there are a couple of very important things to consider here.  First, we have to catch these guys.  We can't leave them floating out there; the paranoia would tear you apart.

"Next, as far as we know, I cannot be killed."

"As far as we know?" Joe asked.

David looked at him and shrugged.  "No one's ever shot a demighost in the head with a high-powered rifle, that I'm aware of.  I can only assume I'll live through it."

"And if you don't?" Joe demanded.

"Then I died doing my duty to my king," David said simply.  Turning back to the king, he said, "Your Majesty, I don't plan on just blithely getting shot.  I do plan some precautions.  The water around the stage, you see, I can form into a shield of sorts.  I am not sure if it will stop a bullet or not, but it might at least slow it down.

"Second, I have purchased a special helmet, from Earth.  It's designed to stop bullet rounds, even rifle rounds.  My hope is that, even if the bullet enters me, it won't be able to get out again.  Rifle rounds are actually so powerful that they can go through more than one person."

"This is crazy," Vivian said.  "You're talking about being a human shield."

"No, I'm talking about being a demighost shield," David quipped, trying to lighten the mood.  It wasn't as effective as it could have been, due to the very slight quiver in his voice.  Everyone knew he wasn't looking forward to this, but that he was going to do it, anyway.

"Why wouldn't the shooter just wait until you're out of his way, then take the shot?" the general asked.

"Because he'll never know I'm there.  I will remain invisible, Your Majesty.  Unless it becomes necessary, no one will even see me.  I will need to get my familiar down here, however."

"Why?" the king wondered.

"In order for this plan to work, I have to know the instant that the killer pulls the trigger.  My familiar and I can work together so that I can see this happen."

"I don't like this plan, Your Majesty," Joe said.  "There has to be another way."

"I'm not particularly fond of the plan myself, Agent Garibaldi.  But I don't see that we have any other options.  I will not live in isolation.  Officer Stroud, we will go with your plan.  Is there anything else you will need?"

"Yes.  Healer Hall, from Woodward Academy, on standby.  Just in case."

"We have excellent healers in the palace, I assure you," the king objected.

"Sir, no offense, but if I'm about to have my head blown off, I'd prefer to be treated by someone I know and trust."

"Very well.  General, you will confer with Officer Stroud to implement his plan immediately.  David... good luck."  He offered his hand.

"To both of us, Your Majesty," David said, shaking the king's hand firmly.  The king nodded and left.

"You are out of your motherfucking mind," Joe said, once the king was out of earshot.

"Perhaps quite literally," David quipped shakily.  "Joe, if you've got a better idea, let's hear it.  I swore an oath to protect Callamandia and its king.  I am, right now, the only person here who can do anything to stop this.  The best hope is that Jailla sees the men take down the guards on top of the building.  Then I can communicate that to other guards, who can rush in and stop them."

"And if they don't?" Vivian asked, worried.

"Then we'll have to hope my reflexes are up to the task."



"Are you totally insane?" Jailla asked him.

"Jailla, it can't kill me."

"For once, you don't actually know that.  You are talking about the complete destruction of your brain."

"Okay, maybe that's true.  But it's a lot better if it's me that dies, than the king."

"I'm afraid I can't quite see it that way.  Kings are plentiful.  Demighosts are rare.  David Strouds are one-of-a-kind."

David went over and stroked Jailla affectionately.  "Thanks, Jailla.  But there's more to it than that.  If they kill the king, it would allow Vrudena to cause all sorts of chaos in the nation.  Thousands could be hurt."

"From your visions, it seems likely that happens, anyway."

"But what if my visions are based on the idea that the king was assassinated?"

Jailla paused for a long moment.  "I see your point," he finally replied.  "But I am still not happy with this plan."

"Then come up with a better one."

"In three hours?"

"Generals have been trying since yesterday.  No one's done it yet.  This is a situation they weren't prepared for.  They're used to magical weapons, which are, in one sense, much more powerful than guns, but in another sense, just aren't nearly as troublesome."

Jailla nodded.

"Now, you do understand what I need you to do, right?"

"Yes."

"If you can spot them killing the guards, then I don't have to be shot at," David said.  "So... try to keep your eyes open."

"That I will do."

"Jailla... um... I hate to talk about this.  If I do get shot, I've arranged for Healer Hall to bring you back to the school with me, then you can stay either with Olissa, or at the Animal Annex until I recover.  If something... worse... should happen..."

Jailla squawked at that notion, but David wasn't deterred.

"I've written a letter to Lise, asking her if she would look after you."

"I don't want another wizard, David.  I have one already."

"And I hope like hell that you'll still have one tomorrow.  But I have to consider the possibility, for your sake."

Jailla rubbed up against David's hand, then reached up and nipped him on the finger.

"Ow!  You bastard, what was that for?"

"For making me worry about you."

"Geez, when did you become my wife?"



David stepped out into the area in front of the podium.  The stage outcropping had been built so that David could easily move all the way around the podium.  He had on dragonscale armor, a protection amulet, and the helmet he'd purchased in Earth.  It was the best he could do.  His knees were still shaking.

Jailla was already circling the area, watching the buildings.  He saw two guards on each one, looking down into the crowd, and around at the other buildings.  David was receiving the images from Jailla, so he could see what his familiar saw.

As the king was about to step out onto the stage, David concentrated, and he raised the water in the trough around the podium into his water shield.  He lifted it only up to waist level.  At this point, it was intended to look more like a decoration than a defense.

The king stepped out to applause from the crowd.  Meanwhile, David's head was on a swivel.  He could see the guards on the buildings from where he stood, as well as through Jailla's eyes.  He tried to keep looking with his eyes where Jailla was not looking, giving himself, he hoped, twice as much of a chance of spotting the shooter in time.

David had moved his eyes right-to-left, and he was just about to sweep them back to the right, when he saw one of the guards on the leftmost building bend down.

Jailla, who had just turned, saw that the guard was moving.  He took a closer look, and suddenly he saw in shadow that there were two guards lying in pools of their own blood.

Shit, they killed the guards before we ever got out here! David thought to himself.  He moved between the king and the building.  He pulled his mirror up to his face and uttered the phrase, "Building 1," but David knew it was too late.  The guard was standing now, and David could see something in his hands.

Jailla flew down closer.  He landed on the parapet of the building, staring at the gunman.  His instinct was actually to attack the man, but Jailla knew that wouldn't stop him, and it would prevent him from helping his wizard.  Jailla's eyes were focused intently on the man's trigger finger.

At the very last possible instant, just as David saw the man's finger depress the trigger, he solidified himself and raised his water shield.  It would take a quarter second for the bullet to reach the shield, which gave it just enough time to reach full height.  David stood up straight, facing the bullet, making certain he was shielding the king.

The bullet struck the water shield, penetrating easily.  Though it lost a little speed, it exited the shield still traveling at lethal velocity.

David did not have time to register this fact.  The bullet impacted his skull just above his left eye.

For a brief instant, David registered intense, searing pain.

After that, he registered nothing at all.



 


   











	

	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 6


Chapter 11: April


"Wha... Where am I?  Oh, shit... this looks bad.  This looks worse than Haven."  The world before him was dark, and yet within the darkness were swirls of even deeper darkness, roiling and tumbling upon themselves like thunderclouds building in a cosmic storm.  Occasionally a red flash would be seen amidst the tumbling masses.  "Is this what happens when a demighost dies?"

"No," a voice said in response.

David would have turned, but to do so required a body, and he didn't currently possess one.  His consciousness directed itself to the voice, and he sensed - not really seeing, but his mind interpreted it as sight - Gabriel standing beside him.  He recognized, with some small sense of relief, the banshee that he had last seen at his battle with The Clan at the end of the previous school year.

"Demighosts do not die," Gabriel said.  "No matter what you do to yourself, your consciousness will forever live on.  If you were to somehow disintegrate your entire being, your consciousness would still exist, waiting here until your body could once again host it."

"Why don't I have a body?  I mean, even a ghost body?"

"The link between you and your 'self' has been temporarily severed.  Your chimpok is linked to your body.  Since it is your chimpok that controls your ghost self, and because you are no longer linked to it, you have no form at all.  That is why you are here."

"Where, exactly, is 'here'?"

"This place has no name.  It is the between world.  The only beings who have ever seen this place are the banshees, the havaghora... and you."

"What makes me so special?  How come other demighosts don't come here?"

"No other demighost has suffered such damage to their bodies that it couldn't be inhabited."

"What... um... what happened to my body?"

"It is missing a large fraction of its head," she replied.

"Ouch."

"Truly, you felt nothing.  You will feel nothing for several days to come.  When you are able to reinhabit your body and feel again... then you will most definitely say 'ouch'."

"Great.  Wonderful.  Joy of joys.  Did I at least keep the king from getting shot?"

"Yes.  The king is quite safe.  The men who were trying to assassinate him are now guests of the king's guard, and having a rather unpleasant time of it, or so I hear."

"Do they know why they want the king dead?"

"I don't know."

"Oh," David said, nodding a non-existent head in understanding.

"Why are you here?" David asked after a short pause.

"To keep you company.  To keep you calm.  Had you woken up here alone, chances are you would have panicked."

"Probably.  Certainly after a while I would have.  But don't you have other duties?  What of the dying?"

"I can afford a few days away."

"How long has it been?"

"Today is Saturday."

"I was shot on Wednesday, so... three days.  Where have I been for three days?"

"Right here.  Your essence was so utterly disrupted by the damage that you were incapable of thought."

"And you've been here that whole time, just waiting for me to wake up?"

"Yes."

"Um... thank you."

"You are part of my job," Gabriel replied.

"Oh.  So you're only here because you were told to be."

"You misunderstand.  You are part of my job."

"You're right.  I don't get what you're saying."

"Each demighost... each immortal, in fact, has a banshee assigned to them.  We don't interfere unless we have to, but occasionally it is necessary for us to take direct action either against, or in aid of, our assigned immortal."

"Can you destroy me?" David asked.

"No.  I can imprison you here, but I cannot destroy you."

"Wait... you can imprison a demighost?  Was it a banshee that cursed Jacob?"

"No.  That was a different process.  There is no spellcasting involved when we imprison a demighost.  We have the innate ability to hold you here, destroying your body and preventing it from reforming.  It could be considered the worst form of hell."

"Are you holding me here now?"

"No.  You came here naturally.  You will leave in a day or two, when your body has recovered enough to hold you once again.  Be aware that you will not be whole when that happens.  Your recovery will take weeks.  You won't be able to move, speak, or feel anything when you return to your body.  Those things will take two or three more days.  When that happens, the full weight of the trauma you've suffered will come to bear."

"That sounds... really bad."

"It will not be pleasant.  Do you regret your action?"

"Well... would the shot have killed the king if I hadn't been there?"

"Almost certainly.  It was aimed directly for his head."

"Then no, I don't regret it.  I did what I was trying to do."

Gabriel nodded.

"Where is my body now?"

"It has been returned to Woodward Academy, per healer's orders.  I dare say you might owe Healer Hall an apology."

"Oh?"

"She was the one who had to remove your helmet.  I'm told she vomited rather violently."

David frowned mentally.  "I didn't mean to do that to her.  She's just the only healer I trust."

"I understand your reasoning.  She's the one who knows you, knows what works.  She has a supply of your potion.  It makes sense for her to be your healer.  It is just somewhat unpleasant for her."

"I'll have to find a way to make it up to her."  After a few moments, he asked, "Do you know how my friends are doing?  Is Olissa dealing with this?"

"I don't have any specific information for you.  They have, of course, been informed.  The last I heard, Healer Hall was denying everyone entrance to your infirmary room, to prevent infection until she could find a way to protect your body."

"Yeah... big, gaping wound... I'll bet that's going to be a big concern."

"I'm sure she will handle it."

"I am, too.  That's why I asked for her."

"Of course."

"Do you know if Vrudena has had any reaction to their failed attempt?"

"How can you be sure it was them?"

"I can't, but the timing is too coincidental.  Someone tries to assassinate the king the day after Vrudena makes a huge diplomatic demand... I have trouble believing those are unrelated."

"You may be right.  I don't know.  I have been here, and I don't know if there's been any reaction at all."

After a lengthy pause, David asked, "So... what should we talk about?"



"Please keep your visits short.  I honestly don't even know if David is present in his body at the moment, but if he is, he won't be able to communicate with you."

"Is he going to recover?" Olissa asked.

"Yes, slowly.  Well, slowly for him.  I have had a helmet crafted for him, that he will wear until his..." Annie took a shaky breath and continued.  "Until his head regrows.  He cannot take it off.  It would expose him to the danger of serious infections that could keep him here for a lot longer.  And, truthfully, it is there to protect us from having to see what happened to him."

"Why are they here?" Gwen asked, motioning to the two rather burly men wearing royal uniforms who were standing out of the way in the room.

Annie looked at Gwen.  "To make sure he recovers without any retaliation.  They are here under king's orders to kill anyone who tries to harm him."

Sam asked, "When do you think he'll be able to talk with us?"

"Days.  Two, three, four... I'm not sure exactly.  I don't know if he's back inside his body yet."

"What do you mean, inside his body?" Prof. Phillips asked.

"David's body was so badly damaged that his... 'essence'... could not stay inside of it.  He has gone... 'away' someplace, to wait for his body to heal enough to contain him again.  His body has passed through several ghost cycles, during which he heals much faster, but I don't know if his body has healed enough to be able to host him yet.  After he does come back, it'll be another two days before he can communicate with us.  Another three before he'll be able to move around easily."

"How long before he'll be able to leave the infirmary?" Tanya wanted to know.

"I couldn't hazard a guess.  Well over a week.  Maybe more than two.  Even then, he will not be healed.  He will have to wear the helmet.  It is self-contained, so it won't hinder him, other than making him look somewhat monstrous."

"Is there anything we can do for him?" Prof. Blackstone asked.

"No.  There's not even anything I can do for him.  He just has to heal."

"Will you let us know when he wakes up?" Prof. Zoroaster asked.

"Of course.  I'll inform Dean Lengel.  She'll let everyone know, I'm sure.  If you wish to visit, I have no objection, but please, keep the numbers down, and keep your visits under a half-hour.  Anything more than that, and you'll make them-" she pointed to the guards, "-nervous."

Everyone except Olissa left.  There wasn't even the need to discuss who would take first watch with David.  Olissa asked, "Why wasn't Dean Lengel here for this report?"

"Dean Lengel gets a report on David's condition every few hours," Annie replied.

"Oh," Olissa said, embarrassed.

"Everyone cares about him, Olissa.  Don't worry."

"Is there anything I can do to help you?  I do know some healing..."

"No, not right now.  I'll let you know if there is.  I know you want him to get well quickly, but that's just not going to happen.  This time, he's going to be sick for a long time.  Well, a long time in his terms.  We're so used to him being up and out of the infirmary in just a few days.  That's not going to happen with this one.  If you had seen what I saw... Ugh, my stomach turns just remembering it."

"Don't tell David about that," Olissa pleaded.  "It'll make him feel very bad."

"Part of my job," Annie replied.

"He won't see it that way."

Annie paused for a long moment.  "You're right, he probably wouldn't.  I'll leave you with him.  Try not to move too suddenly.  Those two are wound up pretty tight.  I don't know quite what the king threatened them with, but it must have been bad."

Olissa nodded, and then Annie left her to go do other tasks.  She sat down next to David.

"I don't know if you can hear me yet, but I'm going to talk anyway," Olissa said.  "It's Monday now, and it's been five days since you were shot.  They caught the assholes who shot you.  The king is now in seclusion until his security detail can figure out how to protect him better.

"They didn't tell any of us what happened until Thursday afternoon.  I knew something was wrong when you didn't call me that night.  You promised not to do that to me, and I didn't think you'd break that promise without a good... no, I guess I should say without a bad reason.  Annie brought you back here on Thursday, which is when they told everyone what had happened.  They chose not to mirrorcast the king's speech... I guess just in case what happened... happened, so there wasn't any clue there, and I guess they clamped down on the news folks pretty hard.  I wish he'd have sent word about you to us, but... well, that's over with, so no point in worrying over it.

"Jailla's doing fine.  He knows you've been shot.  You know how he hates the infirmary, though, so he won't come in here.  I'm sure he'd send best wishes if I could understand him.

"The school is all talking about what happened to you.  They're calling you a hero.  Who'd have ever thought, back when we started going here, they'd be calling a demighost a hero?  Well, you are one.

"Still... did you have to get shot?  I hate seeing you like this.  I can't even touch you, see your face... look into your eyes.  I know... you were doing what you had to.  I'm very proud of you, Master," Olissa said quietly.  "But I don't like seeing you this way.

"I'm only allowed to stay here for a half-hour at a time.  We're going to take turns.  We'll each come in for a half-hour, with a half-hour break in-between.  That way Annie can get some work done when we're not here.

"Everyone sends their best.  Gwen and Jess have been by to see me.  Prof. Stott and Prof. Arpilla both stopped by, too.  Professors Phillips, Blackstone and Zoroaster have asked about you.  Of course Coach Hall has stopped in.  He gets special treatment, just because he's married to the healer," she said with a giggle.

"Tanya says the security department's doing okay.  They caught that thief, by the way.  The one that stole the flute and the potion?  She caught her trying to break into Hughes Hall, to get some kind of hyper-sensitive seeing crystal or something.  Anyway, it was a third-year who'd learned some tricks.  I'm not quite sure why she was doing it, I guess you'll have to ask Tanya about that.  They already packed her off to jail."

Olissa continued to ramble, telling David all the things that had happened recently.  He heard her, as he had returned to his body a few hours before, but there was no way for him to signal to her that he was present.  It frustrated him that he could not reach out to her.  He could tell that there was something over his head.  He saw the ceiling through what was obviously a lens of clear crystal.  His hearing sounded tinny, as if every sound was coming through a bad speaker.  He couldn't yet breathe, but he had a feeling that would sound loud and resonant.

David closed his one eye.  He did not yet have his other one back.  He was thankful that he didn't yet feel anything at all.  He wasn't looking forward to the moment when the pain set in.

I hope this isn't actually worse than dying was.



David's body announced its reconnection to his mind rather forcefully, jolting him and causing his back to arch strongly enough that he actually bounced on the bed.

Tanya, who was sitting in with him at the time, called out, "Annie!  Something's happening!"

Annie was in the room in a flash, looking down into David's masked face.

"David, can you move?  Try to squeeze my hand," she said, reaching down and taking hold of his.

David nearly crushed her fingers.  "Ow!  I said squeeze it, not break it!" she told him with a grin.

David groaned for a second, worked his mouth slightly, and finally managed to say, "Sorry... I can't actually feel your hand."  His voice came out raspy and quiet, with a bit of an echo caused by the helmet encasing his head.

"Can you feel anything?" she asked.

"It feels... like my body's asleep.  You know that heavy sensation your arm or leg gets when it goes to sleep?  My entire body feels like that."

Annie nodded.  "That will probably fade over the next hours as your mind reestablishes its connection with your body."

"If it's going to hurt as much as I think it is, I'd just as soon stay numb, thanks," David said, trying to inject some humor into his voice.

"When the pain starts, we'll start giving you your Naproxen Ghostium.  There's a tube in the helmet that you can drink from.  Do you need some water?"

"Couldn't hurt," David replied.

Annie went and got a glass of water, then inserted a tube, which was clipped to David's helmet, into the glass.  She said, "Open your mouth."  She then pushed the other end of the tube forward, so that it would go between David's lips.

"Okay, it's just a straw, basically, so..."

"Mm-hmm," David said, and started to suck on it.  The water was cold, which was almost better than the fact that it was wet.  David felt very hot and uncomfortable.

"Other than the numbness, do you feel anything else?" Annie asked.

"I feel hot."

"Unfortunately, that's probably the helmet's fault.  It's designed to remove heat, but it probably can't get rid of it all.  Maybe..."

Annie took out her wand and pointed it toward the back of David's helmet.  "Tapamana tampada," she intoned.

"Whoo," David said with a sudden rush of pleasant sensation.  "That's nice."

"Your head is being bathed in antibiotics.  I cooled them down to help with the heat."

"Nice, I like that."

Annie smiled.  It was always good when she was able to help David with any of his injuries.

"How long have I been here?"

"It's Wednesday.  You've been gone a week.  You've been here almost all of that time."

"And how much longer will I be here?"

"I don't know."

"Ugh," David said.

"I'm sorry, David," Annie said.

"Not your fault.  It's just that lying here is about the most boring thing you can imagine."  David turned his head the other way.  "Hey, Tanya.  I hear you caught our thief."

"How did you hear that?" Tanya asked.  "That happened after your... uh..."

"Head was blown off?' David replied with a grin that they could hear, but could not see.

Tanya paled.

"I came back to my body a couple days ago.  Olissa told me.  What the hell was she after, anyway?  What was she going to do?"

"Sell them.  She didn't have some scary master plan after all.  She just wanted to make enough money to go live in Earth and not have to work the rest of her life."

David turned his head back.  "Stupid fool.  How'd you catch her?"

"Security spells and roving patrols every night."

"Good work," he told her.  She smiled at him.

"So... you've heard everything since Monday?" Annie asked.

"Well, probably not everything...  I did sleep occasionally.  I didn't have anything better to do."

"Of course.  But you were... present.  You were aware of your surroundings."

"Yeah."

"Where were you before that?" Tanya asked.  "Annie said you actually weren't here."

"How did you know that?" David asked Annie.

"Someone named Gabriel told me, right after we brought you back here.  I'm not exactly sure who she was."

"Gabriel's a banshee.  She was watching over me while I was completely out of my head," he replied.  The others grinned.  Turning to Tanya, he said, "The place I was has no name.  According to Gabriel, I'm the only one who's ever been there except for the banshees."

"So you really were.. gone gone, then.  It's not just that you were unresponsive, you really weren't here," Annie said.  Though Gabriel had been very forthright in her explanation, it was hard for Annie to fathom.

"Yeah.  Gabriel told me my body and I had temporarily parted company, until my body could heal a little bit."

"So is he repaired?" Tanya asked.  "Can he take off that helmet now?"

"I highly doubt it," Annie said.  "Do you feel repaired?" she asked David.

"I don't even have my left eye back yet," he said.  He saw Annie go pale.  "Speaking of, I'm very sorry you had to be the one who saw what was left of me.  I didn't think about that when I insisted on you being there."

"You know, then?" she asked.

"Gabriel told me."

"I was very honored when they told me you had absolutely insisted on me treating you," she told him.  "I will admit that I hope I never have another peek into your mind quite that way again."

David reached out with his hand.  It felt like moving a lead weight.  He watched carefully as he put his hand on her arm, and he tried mightily to squeeze very gently.  Annie put her hand on top of his.

"Anyway, I need to go let the dean know you're responsive now," Annie said.  "And I'm sure she will then notify everyone else."

David let his arm drop.  It thudded against the bed; he still didn't feel a thing.



"Hey, David," JoAnne said quietly.  "How you feeling?"

"I'm not, yet," he said.  "Can't feel a damned thing below the neck."

"Are you paralyzed?" she asked nervously.

"No, just numb.  Things are still reconnecting.  It's going to take a while."

"Oh.  Annie said you wanted to see me.  I was going to come visit when you were feeling just a bit better..."

"No need to wait.  It's not like I've got anything else to do.  But I did need to talk to you.  When is the Leadership League planning its next attempt?"

"We're not, at the moment.  We've failed twice so far.  The last time, two of us got seriously hurt."

"Were you hurt?"

"No, but it was close.  I ducked just in time.  Darryl... didn't."

David nodded.

"Why are you asking?" she asked.

"I talked to the Ministry of Education's Leadership League Rules Commission.  Apparently, I am allowed to help you, so long as I don't actually physically accompany you in the attempt.  So I can provide advice, do research, and give guidance."

"Well, that will help some, but what we really need is help on the actual attempt.  I suppose if we kept a mirror link open to tell you what's in front of us..."

"We can do one better than that," David said.  He raised his hand and motioned to the corner of the room.  Jailla was there, because David had needed to discuss this matter with him first, and since David couldn't leave the infirmary, Jailla had to come in.  "You can take Jailla with you."  David let his hand thump back down onto the bed.  "He can be my eyes."

"I don't understand," she said.

"Jailla and I have a connection.  I can see through his eyes at times.  Do you not get any magical benefits from your familiar?"

"Well, sure.  I just never thought of taking her with me on the attempt."

"You've got to use every resource available to you."

"Yeah, that makes sense.  So... We'd take Jailla, and you could then watch us through his eyes... then what?"

"Well, we'd still have to communicate by mirror.  But it would keep you from having to explain what you were facing."

"Yeah, that would sure help.  Can I ask, why the change of heart?  You said this wasn't your thing."

"Do I have anything else I can be doing while I'm lying here?" David asked.  "I won't be able to do any research, obviously, but at least I can go on what I already know."

"Sure."

"Do we know where in Madchen Hall they're keeping the trophy?"

"We're not sure.  I mean, we've faced defenses, which kind of implies we were near it, but..."

"Right.  They could be tricky, putting defenses where it's not to lead you in the wrong direction, while it is meanwhile stashed in some upperclassman's dorm room."

"Oh, that would be evil," JoAnne said.

"But perfectly within the rules," David told her.  "They can put it anywhere that's considered on school grounds."

"Okay.  Let me get the league together and talk to them about this.  We didn't have a plan for making another attempt, so this will have to be worked out."

David nodded slowly, the helmet throwing off his movements, as it was heavy.

"Thanks, David, if only for the offer."

After JoAnne left, Jailla said, "I don't like leaving you here without me."

"I'm not going anywhere," David said.  "Just keep yourself safe.  You get hurt doing this, and I'll never forgive myself."

"This is my choice, David.  As you said, you need something to do.  This is what I can do to help my wizard."

"Thanks, Jailla.  I need a nap," David said, yawning.  A minute later, he was asleep.



"Good afternoon, sir," Max said.  He was accompanied by Rick and Ben.  The three had come to visit David in the infirmary.

"Hey, guys.  How's it going?"

"Shouldn't we be asking you that?" Rick asked.  "How are you feeling?"

"Frankly, not that great.  My head has started to burn."

"You're on fire in there?" Ben asked, alarmed.

"Not literally burn, but you know that feeling you get... like when you skin your knee or something.  My entire head feels like that.  And it itches like crazy."

"You want us to get the healer, sir?" Max asked.

David just shook his head.  "Nothing she can do about it.  She's already tried."

"That's awful," Max said.

"I feel lucky, for all that.  Yesterday was a lot worse.  At least today the burning is restricted to my head.  Yesterday I hurt everywhere."

"How come?" Rick asked.

"All the feeling came back into my body.  Apparently, my body was not enjoying itself yesterday."

The three chuckled at David's joke.

"So, how are things going for you three?  Classes all right?"

The three of them talked for a while, just trying to cheer up their Big Brother.  As Rick was relating a story about his Herbology class, David suddenly screamed and grabbed his head.

"I'll get the healer," Max said immediately.

"David?  David, what's wrong?" Ben asked.

David couldn't answer him.  The pain was so intense he couldn't even see straight out of his one good eye.  Everything was blurred and tinged with red.  His head throbbed, as if he could feel his heartbeat... except that he didn't have a heartbeat.

Annie was there in a flash.  "David, what is it?"

After a long moment, he was finally able to gasp out, "Pain."

Annie immediately turned to a cabinet and withdrew a vial.  She'd prepared it earlier for just this eventuality.

"Help him sit up," she instructed the others.  Rick and Ben sat him upright, so that Annie could get to the back of his helmet.  She disengaged one of the vials of antibiotics, and she replaced it with the vial of Naproxen Ghostium.  She started it flowing into the helmet.  She didn't know for sure if the potion would work with direct contact or not.  If not, she would make David swallow some.

David felt the pain ease quickly.  It was still present, but not so crippling.  He motioned to the others to let him go, and then he slowly lay back on the bed.

"Crap, that was nasty," he said.

"Are you okay now?" Annie inquired.

"Still hurts like hell, but it's a lot better than it was," he said.

"I can give you more..." she said.

David shook his head.  "I think we need to worry more about endurance than strength.  I can deal with the pain right now.  But this could go on for days, and NG is a pain in the ass to produce."

"I'm not worried about that," Annie said.

"But I am.  You have better things to do," he said.  There were actually two other patients in the infirmary, one from a prank, and one from a hazing incident.

"They'll be fine," she told him.  "I'm more worried about you."

"I appreciate that," he told her.  "But I'll manage."  Turning to the other three, he said, "Sorry guys, but I think I need some rest."

"Yes, sir," Max said.  "We'll come back and see you another time."

David nodded, then settled back against the pillow.  Soon, he was asleep.



"You sure you're gonna be up for this, David?" JoAnne asked over the mirror.  She and the Leadership League were in Erle, just outside Madchen Hall Academy.

David grimaced, but she couldn't see that.  He struggled to get the pain under control before he spoke.  Finally, he said, "I'll be fine.  All I have to do is lie here and think.  That's not too challenging."

"Alright, then.  We're going in."

"Good luck."

David watched the five team members through Jailla's eyes.  Jailla was sitting in a tree, watching them closely.  Tony was leading, followed by JoAnne.  Darryl was behind her, and then Shiana and Luke.  Jailla waited until they'd gotten far enough ahead, then flew to another tree, just ahead of them, to watch out for things.

The group moved as stealthily as possible, trying to keep low and out of sight.  It was nearing midnight, and the moon was not up yet, which gave them almost complete darkness as a cover.  The weather wasn't quite perfect; the sky was clear and the stars were bright.  They would have preferred clouds.

After several minutes, they came to a fenced-in compound within the school.  Standing on either side of the gate into the compound were guards wearing the badge of the Leadership League.  It was required that they be wearing them while performing League duties.  That way, innocent bystanders wouldn't get involved in League business.

The five members stopped behind a hedge to confer.  Jailla flew over the fence into the compound, to look around.  The paths inside the fence were all covered with canopies, so he couldn't see very much unless he wanted to fly down into the area, and he didn't want to do that, in case he set off some kind of alarm or trap.  Instead, he flew back to join the others.

"Well," Tony said, "We could just blast our way in.  There's only two of them, and five of us."

"Two of them now," JoAnne pointed out.  "You go around blasting things, there'll be all ten of them soon enough."

"Well, eight," Shiana corrected.  "The first two would be out of action."

"You hope," JoAnne shot back.

Shiana shrugged.

"Any thoughts?" Tony asked.

"We need to drive them away," Luke said.  "Maybe an illusion or something."

"They'd see through that.  I mean, we would, and we have to assume they're trained as well as we are."

"Right," Darryl said.  "This ain't Woodward, Tony."

"They stole the damned thing in the first place, Darryl," Tony replied in the same exact condescending tone that Darryl had used.  "This may not be Woodward, but they're no slouches."

JoAnne looked around, and saw no one coming up with ideas.  She looked down at her mirror.  "David?  You got any thoughts?"

Other than, 'holy shit this hurts'? he thought to himself.  Out loud, he said, "If you want to get them to go away without knowing you're there, you'll need to fool them, or confuse them, so that they don't understand what's going on.  Hell, your best bet, instead, might be to try to find a way to sneak past them."

"Can't.  They have to open the gate for us.  But... confuse them... what do you mean, exactly?"

"They're watching for League members.  Find a way to make them think you're not League members."

"We can't remove our badges," Darryl objected.

"No, but we can screw with their heads so they don't realize they're there," Luke offered.

"How?"

"Like he said, a confusion hex.  We just make them so stupid they won't know to stop us."

"Do you know a hex to do that?" Tony asked.

"Sure."

"Go for it, then."

Luke moved to the very edge of the hedge they were hiding behind.  He peeked his head out, so he could see the two guards.  They were silhouettes against the darkness.

Luke raised his hand in front of him, palm down and slightly forward.  He moved it from left to right and intoned, "Dezarn dadroys yorluk enfor."

The guard on the left tilted his head, but little more than that happened.

"It didn't work," Darryl said.

"Sure it did.  What did you expect to happen, that they'd run wildly into the night?  They're confused, not scared," Luke said.  "C'mon."

Luke stood up and led the group toward the two guards.  He stopped in front of them.

"We're here to inspect the obstacles.  Open the gate."

"Uh..." the one guard said.

The other said, "Here to inspect the obstacles?"

"That's right.  Open the gate," Luke insisted.

"Open the gate?" the first guard asked.

"Yes.  The gate.  That thing behind you."

"Uh... right.  Okay."

The guard turned and waved his hand at the gate.  The wooden entrance swung open.  The team immediately walked through, pushing it shut behind them.

"Well, that wasn't too bad," Tony said.

"What happens when the hex wears off, though?" Shiana asked.

"Thanks to the hex, they'll most likely have already forgotten about us," Luke said.  "So they won't do anything."

"Right.  Okay, well, let's see what's next, then."

The team walked slowly forward.  Jailla glided down to land on JoAnne's shoulder, so that he could let David see what was going on.

After the path took a sharp turn, they had to stop quickly.  Before them was a pit, at least twenty feet deep, and at least thirty feet wide.

"Even if we were all athletes, we haven't got the distance to get a running start."

"I'm not sure an Olympic long-jumper could make that leap, anyway," Luke said.  "But this should be child's play for you, shouldn't it, Tony?"

"Huh?  Oh, yeah, right."  Tony turned to the pit and raised his hands.  As he concentrated, dirt swept in from around and inside the pit, solidifying into a projection that started at the far side of the pit, and swiftly made its way across until it connected with the near side.  The structure settled as Tony lowered his arms.

"Let's cross quickly.  I don't know how long that will hold together," Tony said.  The team moved rapidly over the newly formed bridge and then gathered at the next corner.

"What do you think will be next?" JoAnne asked.

"I don't know.  Every time we come here, they've changed the obstacles.  There's no telling what's coming up," Tony said.

"Well, let's not just stand here," Shiana complained.  "Let's get on with it."

The group turned the corner to see a long, empty pathway.  It was covered, like the previous path.  This time, however, the walls were solid, rather than a fabric canopy material.

Tony held the group back for a long moment, just staring at the hallway.

"What are you doing?" Darryl asked.

"This can't be just a hallway.  I'm trying to tell if there's anything hiding here."

"At this rate, we'll be here all night," Darryl objected.  He stepped past Tony and began to walk down the hallway.

Just in time, Darryl jumped back with a loud yell.  He fell onto his butt and stared in dismay as a huge log swung across the hallway.  Had it hit Darryl, it very well might have killed him.

"Holy shit," Luke breathed.  He could see a dozen or more logs beyond the first one.  They were not swinging in unison, and he couldn't see any kind of pattern.  "How do we get past this?"

"They're swinging from the center of the ceiling... maybe if we can find a way to cling to the top of the wall?" Shiana offered

"How would we do that?" JoAnne asked.

"Um..."

"Hey, guys?" Darryl said.  "There's like six inches of space at the floor."

"I'm not quite that thin," Luke objected lightly.

"No, but you will be after I turn you into a rat," Shiana said.

"Why's it always gotta be rats with you?" Darryl complained.

"I like rats," Shiana sniffed.  "They're cute."

"Let's go, then," JoAnne said.  "Jailla, can you make it past those?"

In response, Jailla just winged off.  He flew near the ceiling, which allowed him to easily avoid the swinging logs.

Shiana started morphing her teammates, and then she morphed herself.  As rats, the five scurried beneath the logs.  They each felt nervous each time a log passed over them, worried that it might come crashing down and squish them.  Ultimately, they made it down the hallway without incident.

Once everyone was returned to their normal selves, Tony said, "Well, that wasn't so bad.  I wonder what's next."

"You would," Darryl said sourly.

At the end of the hallway was a door.  The door wasn't locked, so they opened it and went through.  They found themselves in another hallway, which ended in a staircase.  Moving carefully along the hall, they arrived at the bottom of the stairs unaccosted.

"Where do you figure these stairs go?" Luke asked.

"They go up," Tony replied.  He stepped up onto the first tread, and nothing happened.  The team slowly moved upward onto the staircase.

As Luke, the last member of the team, stepped onto the third tread, the stairs suddenly shifted, slanting downward so that what had been a stairway was now a slide.  The team tumbled backward and crashed down to the bottom of the staircase, which returned itself to normal once they were off of it.

"Anyone hurt?" JoAnne asked.

She was answered by several groans and grumbles, but no serious complaints.  She got to her feet and looked up the stairs.  Tony soon joined her.

"This is gonna be a tricky one," Tony said.

"Yeah," she agreed.  Pulling out her mirror, she asked, "David?  Any thoughts on this one?"

"Use a sticky spell on your feet," he said.

Tony nodded.  "Good idea.  That way it won't matter when it slants."

"Which one you want to use?" JoAnne asked.

"I only know one.  How many do you know?"

"Six or seven."

"Well, in that case, which one do you want to use?" Tony replied with a grin.

JoAnne smiled.  "I think the suction cup charm would be best.  Everyone onto the stairs, but only on the bottom two steps."

Once the team was there, JoAnne moved her hands in a circle that encompassed the entire group.  She then said, "Pagsipsip tasapa."  None of them felt anything different, however.

"You'll feel it when you move," JoAnne said, anticipating the looks on their faces.  "It'll be harder to lift your feet.  C'mon."

As soon as they started walking, they knew she was right.  Each one had to work to get their foot free of the stair surface.

Once again, when the last of them reached the third step, the stairway slanted.  Shiana screamed and started to fall backward, but Luke pushed her back upright.

"Thanks," she told him.  He nodded at her.

"Now you're going to need to hold on to the handrail and just... walk."

"Up a forty-five degree incline?" Darryl objected.

Tony looked up ahead of them.  The stairway had a pair of columns at the top, one on either side.  He pulled out his wand.  Pointing it, he incanted, "Reteni!"  A rope whipped out of his wand and wrapped around the column.  He kept hold of his wand, but reached up and grabbed the rope, pulling himself forward up the incline.

Each of the others, seeing what he'd done, performed the same spell.  Soon they were all climbing the slanted staircase as if it were a mountain.  In short order, they made it to the top, a little winded, but no worse off than that.  As soon as Luke stepped onto the landing at the top of the stairs, the staircase snapped back to its normal appearance as stairs.

JoAnne ended the suction cup charm, and then the team looked around.  The stairway had deposited them in a hallway, which went in both directions.

"Which way do we go?" Shiana asked.

Tony moved to one end of the hallway, and then the other.  "This way leads back downstairs," he said.

"Wait... there were no other stairs in that hallway," JoAnne objected.

"Yeah, it must go to some other room."

"What's at the other end?" Luke asked, motioning to the end Tony had looked at first.

"An empty room.  Or, at least, it looks like an empty room."

"So, the stairs?" Shiana asked.

Everyone seemed to agree, so Tony very carefully started down the stairway.  He held tightly to the railing, though falling from this direction wouldn't be quite so bad.

The stairway remained stable, and they made it down without a problem.  They found themselves in another long hallway, however.  At the end of the hall was a ladder attached to the wall that led up through an opening in the ceiling, which was some fifty feet above them.

Having reason to be wary, they moved slowly down the hallway, but nothing happened before they reached the ladder.

"So... we go up?" Darryl asked.

"I guess," Tony replied.  He put his hands on the ladder and started climbing.  JoAnne followed shortly after, then Darryl and Shiana.  Luke, fully aware this was not likely to be as easy as just climbing, waited for the others.  It took him a minute before he realized that the ladder itself was moving, but downward, against their travel.  The bottom rung would slide into the floor, and the other rungs slid down as the people climbed.

"Guys, you might as well stop," he told them.  "You're not getting anywhere."

Tony looked up, and then down, and realized that Luke was right.  "Okay, everyone back down."

The ladder didn't fight them as they climbed down it, and soon they were all back on the floor.

"It was doing a treadmill thing," Luke explained.  "Once you got to a certain height, you weren't moving at all."

"Damn.  How do we get past this?"

"JoAnne, can you start climbing it again?  I want to watch what happens, to see at what point you stop making progress," Tony said.

JoAnne nodded and started back up the ladder.  After her feet were seven rungs up, the ladder started to move on her.

"Well, hell, how did we all manage to get on the ladder, if she can only go that far up?" Shiana asked.

"Darryl, start climbing after her."

Darryl nodded and grabbed the ladder.  As his foot hit the first rung, the ladder stopped moving.  Once his feet hit the seventh rung, however, the ladder once again prevented them from going any higher.

"So it will stay still as long as people are trying to get on it," Shiana said.  "But the ladder's too long.  There's only five of us, and we can't stretch out over the entire length of the ladder.  Besides, even if we could, once the first person got off, the rest would be stuck."

"Darryl, start climbing back down.  JoAnne, keep going."

Darryl made his way down, but Tony stopped him while he was standing on the bottom rung.  They all looked up to see that JoAnne was making her way to the top.

"Only one of us has to be stuck," Tony said.  "Everyone else can climb up while someone stands on the bottom rung."

"Great, so who do we lose from the team?  We have no way to pull them up the ladder..."

"Darryl, move up a couple rungs," JoAnne called down from her spot at the top of the ladder.  Once he did, she said, "Jailla?  Can you come here?"

Jailla had been flying along the hallway, allowing David to see what was going on .  He now flew over to JoAnne's shoulder.

"Can you perch on the bottom rung for a minute?"

Jailla bobbed his head, and flew off.  Shiana offered her hand to him, and then set him down on the bottom rung.

"Now try," JoAnne told Darryl.

Darryl started climbing, and he quickly made it past the spot he'd been stuck at before.  Seeing that, the others climbed onto the ladder, carefully avoiding Jailla.  In short order, they had all made it to the top, and were standing in another hallway.  Jailla soon joined them, perching on Shiana's shoulder because there wasn't really room in this hallway for him to fly.

The narrow hallway led into the distance, with no other options forward, so the group began slowly moving forward.

"I don't like this," Shiana said, her voice sounding nervous and tense.

"This is some kind of trap," Darryl agreed.

Jailla fluttered his wings uncomfortably.  He wanted to leave, but there was nowhere to go except back the way they'd come.

All of them began to feel disquieted, and the sensation increased as they moved forward.  Finally, when they were all literally shaking in anticipatory terror, they had to back off.

As they reached the ladder again, they began to feel more like themselves.

"What the hell was that?" Luke demanded.

"Fear field," JoAnne finally said.

"How the hell do they know how to erect one of those?" Shiana growled.  "I don't even know how you start to create one."

"You're not a curses kind of girl," Tony told her.  "It's advanced, but I've seen it done before.  I've just never actually experienced it."  He shuddered, remembering the stark terror he'd felt right before they turned back.

"How do we get past it?" Darryl wanted to know.  "I ain't going in there again, so don't bother to say we just have to gut it out."

"I'm not sure you could make it on sheer willpower," JoAnne told him.  "I think your body'd shut down from the fear."

The team mulled it over for a long time before finally, JoAnne grabbed her mirror again.  "David, you have any clue how to get past a fear field?"

"Just the one that's in the book," he replied.

"There's a counter-curse actually in the textbook?" Tony asked in surprise.

"You can't break the field," David told them.  "You have to charm yourself into being able to deal with it."

"And how do you do that?" Darryl demanded.

"You fight one hormonal response with another one.  If you want to fight fear, induce euphoria."

"An endorphin rush," JoAnne said suddenly, nodding.  "It'll even out.  If you're just insanely happy, the fear field should just knock you back down to about normal."

"Just make sure you cast it strong enough," David warned.

"Darryl?  Charms are your thing."

Darryl motioned everyone to group together, then he moved his hands in a wide circle.  As he finished the circle, he said, "Shatet dairmen."

Suddenly, each of them became almost giddy.  Jailla was chirping merrily, and all the others were fighting off the giggles.  For a long moment, they just stood there, grinning at each other.

Finally, Tony said, "Come on, we've gotta get past this before the charm wears off."

"Let's go!" Shiana enthused.  Everyone walked forward merrily.

As they progressed, they grew less and less happy.  By the time they'd reached the point where they had previously turned back, they felt about normal.

"I hope this thing doesn't continue too much farther," JoAnne said worriedly.  "If it does, the charm won't be able to hold it back."

The group pushed on, and finally they came to a place where the floor and walls were different.  As soon as they stepped onto the new floor, the fear lifted from them, and the giddyness returned.  It was, however, quite reduced by their time within the field.

Darryl removed the charm, because such feelings could prevent them from taking the remaining challenges seriously.  Everyone settled, looking slightly embarrassed at their feelings.  This was a normal effect of removing the spell, however, and so no one worried over it.

The hallway ended in a door.  Tony opened it and stepped through, only to come up short.

In front of him was a pit at least twenty feet deep.  This one was made of metal, preventing any use of terramandy.  Sprinkled throughout the pit were pillars fifteen feet high.  On top of each pillar stood a pole that had a circular platform on top of it, about eight inches across.

"Aw, crap," Darryl said.

"Balance poles," Shiana said nervously.  "I hate these things."

"We've got to get across the room," Tony said.  "It's just an obstacle, there's no magic here.  All we have to do is be careful."

"And if you slip?  That's a twenty foot fall.  That's liable to kill you," Luke objected.

"Anyone have any ideas?" Tony asked.

"What we need," JoAnne said slowly, "Is a way to keep the poles from wobbling."

"Even with that, they're far enough apart that you can't just step from one to the other.  We're gonna have to stretch to reach." Shiana said.

"So we need two spells," Tony said.  "One to keep the poles from falling... and one to keep us from falling."

"A balance spell," Darryl said.  "I know one."

"Okay, what about keeping the poles in place?"

"I'm not sure what to use to do that," Darryl admitted.

David, who had been watching through Jailla's eyes, spoke up.  "Why not just remove the poles from the exercise?"

"What do you mean?" JoAnne asked.

"Shove them off the pillars, and just walk on the pillars."

The others looked at each other, feeling rather dumb that they hadn't thought of that themselves.

"If they can be removed.  They might have their bases stuck down, and just be really flexible," Darryl said.

"Let's find out," Tony said.  He sat down on the edge of the walkway they were on, and kicked at the first balance pole.  It bent well over, pivoting from its base, but did not leave the pillar.

"Guess that's out," Shiana said.

"No, this is even better," Luke told them.  "There's plenty of room on the pillar for us to stand, even with the balance pole there.  We can actually use the poles to help us.  We hold on to the poles as we go across.  Between that and the balance charm, it should be a piece of cake!"

They all nodded at that.  Darryl cast the charm, and then Tony climbed down onto the first pillar.  Holding onto the balance poles, he stretched his legs, moving from pillar to pillar.  When he'd gotten a few pillars ahead, JoAnne started after him.

In just a few minutes, the entire team had made it across the pit, climbing up the last balance pole until they could reach the lip of the walkway and pull themselves up.

"That wasn't so bad," Luke said, looking back.

"How'd you like me to push you in?" Shiana offered sourly.

"Come on, guys.  We've got to keep going," Tony said.

After a couple turns, the new hallway also ended in a door.  Tony was a bit more careful opening this one, but all he saw was an empty room, with a door on the other side.

"I wonder what this is about?" Shiana considered out loud.

"I don't see anything.  No openings in the walls for things to come out of, no glowing spots or anything like that.  I don't even get much of a sense of magic here.  Maybe it's just a room," Tony offered.

"Right," Darryl replied, his voice dripping with sarcasm.

"Keep alert," Tony said, then started to walk across the room.  As he took steps, however, it seemed as though the far door retreated away from him.  By the time he'd taken ten steps, the door was at least thirty steps further away from him.  Tony turned to look at the others, who had remained by the door, just in case.  He walked back to them, and as he approached, the room shrank back.  When he reached them, the room had returned to its original size.

"Could it be just an illusion?" Shiana asked.

"Maybe, but I doubt it."

"I noticed as you were walking that, though the room got longer, it didn't get wider," Darryl said.

"Not sure how that helps.  We have to get to the far wall, not the side wall."

Darryl shrugged.  "Just letting you know what I saw."

JoAnne walked along the wall to the corner, and then started toward the far wall.  It was clear very quickly, however, that the room was still getting longer.

"Nope, no good," Tony told her.

Joanne sighed and then started walking across the room to rejoin the team.

"Hey!" Shiana said.  "Stop!"

JoAnne stopped and stared at Shiana.  "What?"

"The room's already back to its normal size."

"Can't be.  I'm still ten feet away," JoAnne objected.

"No, I think she might be right.  Keep walking back toward us."

They all paid close attention to the far wall.  They all swore it wasn't moving as JoAnne finished her trip back to join them.

"Who knows a distance measuring spell?" Tony asked.

"I do," Luke said.

"Let's do some tests," Tony said.  "Keep measuring the distance to the far wall as I walk."

Tony started out walking directly toward the far wall.  He took twenty steps.  When he'd finished, he turned and called out, "How far to the wall?"

"The room expanded about a hundred fifty feet."

"Okay," Tony said, and then walked back to them.  "Now I'm going to try to walk on a forty-five degree angle.  You keep measuring."

Tony used a charm to show a square on the floor in front of him.  He kept walking from corner to corner of the square, assuring he was always moving at a forty-five degree angle.  He stopped when he'd counted twenty steps.

"How much did the room expand this time?"

"About seventy feet," Luke said.  "That's way less."

"Yeah, but wait a minute," Darryl said.  "He's moved forward a lot shorter distance, too!"

"How much less?"

Rather than trying to figure out the math, Luke moved over and measured the distance to Tony.  "You've only gone about thirty-five feet toward the wall."

"Okay, let's try something then."

Tony came back, and then said, "I'm gonna walk straight at the wall.  You tell me when I get to thirty-five feet."

Luke watched the numbers that were floating in air, and called out when they got to thirty-five feet.

"Okay," Tony said.  "Now, how far away is the far wall?"

Luke refocused, and then said in astonishment, "It's an extra hundred and five feet, not seventy!"

"The angle makes a difference," Tony said as he walked back to them.  "Let's see if an even shallower angle will keep the room from expanding at all."

Through trial and error, the team discovered how to walk across the room.  They had to zig zag from one side wall to another eight times in order to keep the room from expanding out of control.  In the end, however, they made it to the far door.

"Shit, that sucked," Darryl said as they left the room.  "What's next?"

"Do you really want to know?" JoAnne asked.

"No," Darryl admitted.

The group moved forward down a hallway.  As they walked, they suddenly passed through an illusion.  What had appeared to be an extension of the hallway turned out to be a small room.

In the small room were two dire wolves.  As soon as the team was past the illusion, the wolves snarled and leapt at the team.

Tony stepped forward, raised his hands and shouted, "Prostativo!"  A shield of energy immediately appeared, glittering and sparkling in front of them.  The dire wolves hit the shield and were thrown backward.  They whined for a few seconds, then turned on the team and began snarling again.  They didn't attack, but snapped their jaws and gazed hungrily.

"Remember not to look them in the eyes," Luke said.  "You'll get paralyzed."

JoAnne stepped up next to Tony.  She held her hand out and closed her eyes, trying to reach out to the dire wolves.  She tried to force them to back down, but it wasn't working.  She couldn't control both of them at the same time.  Rethinking her tactics, she decided to focus on just one of them.  She pushed that wolf to attack the other.  After a minute, the wolf on the left turned and leapt at the wolf on the right, snapping his jaws and clawing.  The wolf on the right, now incensed, fought back hard.

"Come on, while they're distracted.  We keep the shield up, and move past them." JoAnne said.

The team stayed behind Tony, who moved forward, pivoting to always keep himself facing the two wolves.  His shield was flat, and if they got to his sides, they could get around it.

There was a hallway on the far side of the room, and once they were in the hall, Tony's shield completely blocked out the wolves, who were still fighting with each other in any case.  The team moved slowly, with Tony continuing to face backward, keeping the shield in place.

The team finally came to a door, and they quickly went through it, allowing Tony to collapse his shield and rest.

They all turned to see what was in front of them.  It was a dark hallway, with only a single light at the other end of it, illuminating the door which led out of the hall.

"I don't like this darkness.  It seems unnatural," Shiana said.

"You're probably right, but what choice do we have now?  It's either go down this hallway, or face the dire wolves again."

"You're right.  The hallway is fine," Shiana said immediately.  The others chuckled.

"We need to send just two of us at first," Luke offered.

"Why two?"

"So they can help each other if there's something bad in there."

"Right."

"I'll go," JoAnne said.

"I'll go with you," Luke offered.  She nodded at him.

JoAnne used lux to light their way, and they walked forward resolutely.  As they did, the others watched them go.  Soon, JoAnne's light started to grow dim.

"JoAnne!  Something's happening!" Tony said.  "You need to stop and come back!"

JoAnne started to turn, but as she did, her light went out entirely.  The team couldn't see her anymore.

"What the hell is this?" Shiana asked worriedly.

"Did she seem to be turning slowly to you?" Darryl asked Tony.

"You don't think..."

"Time dilation field."

"Shit.  How do you break a time dilation field?"

"I haven't got a fucking clue," Darryl said.  "Shiana?"

Shiana just shook her head, shivering.

Tony picked up his own mirror and called David.  "David?  We're looking at a time dilation field, we think.  Any idea how you break one of those?"

"The countercurse for a time dilation field is a lot of work," David said.  "I don't remember what it is, but I remember Prof. Phillips telling us it was damn near impossible for anyone other than a level one spellcaster."

"Shit.  Well, is there any other way through one?"

"Let me think," David said.  He closed his eye, trying to fight through the burning and the pain.  Finally he came up with something.  "You can use a time compression tunnel."

"I don't know how to do that," Tony objected.

David explained it to him in detail.  Tony nodded, and then said, "Hang on a second, let me see if I can make this work."

Tony tucked his mirror into his pocket, took out his wand and made a very complex series of moves.  Halfway through them, he called out, "Cucurbita tempus!"  As he finished the wand motions, a spinning circle of light appeared before him.  It moved away from him, down the hallway, expanding into a long tube.

As the tube of light reached JoAnne and Luke, JoAnne's lux spell reignited.  She looked startled, and Luke looked downright fearful.

"Come on," Tony said to the others.  They all ran down the hallway before the tunnel collapsed.

In no time, they were standing at the door.  Tony resolutely turned the knob and opened it, stepping into...

... an empty room.  The only thing in the room was a note tacked on one wall, and what appeared to be a rock lift in the corner.

JoAnne went over and read the note to the others.

"Dear Leadership League members:  We're sorry to have put you through so much trouble, but there is no trophy in this compound.  Your only reward for surviving our obstacle course is that we won't make you go back through it to get out.  The rock lift in the corner will carry you out of the compound.  Congratulations on your success... such as it was.  Sincerely, the Madchen Hall Leadership League."

"Those motherfucking assholes," Darryl snarled.  "All that fucking work for nothing!"

"Maybe David was right," JoAnne said.

"About?" Tony asked.

"He said there was the possibility that they'd create some setup like this one, and then end up hiding the trophy in some upperclassman's dorm room."

"They can't do that!" Shiana demanded.

"There's nothing in the rules against it," JoAnne said.  "I checked."

"Well, now what the fuck do we do?" Darryl demanded.  "How do we find the stupid thing if it can be anywhere on campus?"

"Any ideas, David?" JoAnne asked him through her mirror.

David lay back and thought, then got an idea.  He was glad he kept it in his Conjuring Room.  He pulled the Dalmajak Cynosure out of his CR, and then he conjured it into JoAnne's hand.  This caused him a bit of a headache, but he was in so much pain already that he hardly noticed.

"Ask it where the trophy is," He said to her, grimacing at a sudden wave of pain.

JoAnne squeezed the ball and said, "Where is the Melancon Trophy?"

The cynosure's rings spun wildly for several seconds, but then they evaporated back into the mist inside the ball.

"Well, what's that mean?" Shiana asked.

David said, "It means that the trophy isn't within a half-mile of where you're standing.  It means," he said, pausing for effect, "That Madchen Hall does not have the trophy."

"What the fuck?" Tony replied.  "They said they had it!"

David recalled the cynosure to his hand.  The pain was getting truly nasty now, so hoped he was almost done.  He squeezed the cynosure and inquired, "Where is the Melancon Trophy?"

The cynosure's rings spun wildly once more, but this time, they settled down onto a direction.  They were pointing to a place within the mountain.

"Guys... the trophy is still here someplace."

"No way!  They're not allowed to hide it on our campus!"

David shrugged.  "I can only tell you what the cynosure says.  In any case, I'd suggest you go ahead and leave there, and get back here."

"We'll be back at school tomorrow night.  We'll look for the trophy the day after."

David nodded.  He said, "If you don't mind, I really need some medicine, and some rest.  Tell Jailla I said great job.  The rest of you, too."

"Will do, David.  Get some sleep.  We'll talk to you later."

JoAnne fogged off, and David set down his mirror.  He returned the cynosure to his Conjuring Room, and then he laid his head back, closed his eye, and was immediately asleep.



"You can't possibly think you're ready for this," Annie objected fervently.

"I'm being accompanied by five of the best students at the school.  I'm not leaving the mountain, and I promise, I'll come right back when we're done, Mom."

The Leadership League chuckled, and Annie blushed.  "I don't like it, but okay.  But take some Naproxen Ghostium before you go, just to keep things in check."

David agreed, and Annie inserted a vial into his helmet.  David sighed at the reduction in pain, and then he reached out to JoAnne, who helped him off the bed.

David donned his coat, then reached in and grabbed his staff.  He extended that and set it on the ground.

"You expecting trouble?" Tony asked.

"Walking stick," David corrected.  "My balance is still a little funky.  Probably comes from having only one inner ear at the moment."

The group moved out of the infirmary, walking slowly so as not to tax David's abilities too much.  Once outside, he pulled out the cynosure and asked it for the direction to the trophy.  It was clearly pointing down into the depths of the mountain.

They took a rock lift down to the terrace level, but the arrow was still pointing well below horizontal.

"The only way I know to get into the depths of the mountain is through the entrance rock lift, and I don't know if those testing area passwords work unless they're doing testing," David said.  This wasn't completely truthful, but he'd promised not to talk about faculty housing.

"There's a passageway underneath Santana Hall," Shiana said.

"What?" David inquired in shock.

"Yeah.  It leads back from the orchestra pit.  I found it a few years ago.  I didn't explore too far, because I didn't want to get lost inside the mountain, but it's easy to get to, if you know it's there.  They did a pretty good job of hiding it."

"Then how did you find it?" Luke asked.

"By accident.  I was carrying my cello and tripped.  I grabbed at a little decoration that was on the wall to keep myself from falling.  The little decoration turned, and a passage opened up."

David shook his head at the weird ways things got discovered.  "Well, let's try that, then," he said.

"Can you walk that far?" JoAnne asked.

"Don't have much choice," David replied.  "I'll be okay.  It's not my leg he shot."

The group entered Santana Hall, and went down into the orchestra pit.  Shiana walked along, trying to turn every decoration until she found the right one.  The cynosure still pointed downward, but they knew that the inside of the mountain had all sorts of passages.

Once they entered the mountain's interior, they did their best to follow the cynosure's arrow.  It took them two hours, but they finally came to a small room with a locked door.

"Avata," David said, tapping the lock with his wand.  The door clicked, and he pulled it open.

Inside, sitting on a table, was the Melancon Trophy, and another note.

JoAnne picked up this note, as well, and read it to the group.  "Dear Woodward Academy:  So sorry to have moved your precious trophy.  We imagine you will have wasted an awful lot of time trying to steal it back from us.  Perhaps you should have paid a little closer attention to the League notifications.  We realize this was kind of petty, but then, so is the competition, isn't it?  Signed, The Madchen Hall Marauders."

"What fucking jerks," Darryl growled.

David shook his head.  "I see what they're doing."

"What do you mean?" Tony asked.

"Don't you see?  They knew they couldn't compete for any length of time.  Not just with us, but with three or four other schools.  Sooner or later, they'd have lost the trophy.

"So, what they're trying to do is prove how pointless the trophy is, instead.  They want to get rid of it as a benchmark for excellence."

"Why?" Luke asked.

"Madchen Hall is the newest college in Callamandia.  They know that to raise a really first-rate team is going to take decades, because they're going to have to build up their reputation slowly.  But they don't want to wait fifty years to be considered one of the best.  If they destroy the old system, their name will be down as the school that forced a new methodology on the kingdom."

"But... their team is pretty damned good.  I mean, they kept us from getting past them twice.  We probably wouldn't have gotten past them the third time without your help."

David shrugged.  "Insecurity breeds bad actions.  They assumed they weren't as good as you are.  Their plan proceeded from that assumption.  I'm sure Marcus Savolar helped them find and move the trophy in the first place, which really added to their inferiority complex; they'd needed the help of a former Woodward student to get their hands on the trophy in the first place."

"This has got to be a serious violation of the rules," Tony said.  "I'm going to file a formal complaint."

"You'd better check the rules closely before you do," JoAnne said.  "If we complain, and they are within the rules of the competition, then it makes things look even worse."

Tony nodded.

"In any case," David said, "Let's find a way out of here.  I'm getting rather tired."  Pulling out the cynosure again, he squeezed it and said, "The quickest way to the terrace."

The rings spun, and the arrow pointed, and the group followed.



"You mean, this crap is legal?" Tony asked incredulously.

David said, "According to the League officials, what they did is perfectly legal... because they didn't actually do anything."

"What?" Darryl demanded.

"You remember the line in that note they left that said you should have paid closer attention to the League notifications?"

"Yeah..."

"Well, here they are, from last summer.  Notification one: Madchen Hall announces their intent to attempt to gain the trophy.  Notification two: Woodward Academy acknowledges the loss of the trophy.  Notification three: Woodward Academy announces their intent to attempt to regain the trophy from Madchen Hall.  Notice something missing?"

"Not really," Tony admitted.

Shiana suddenly jumped up.  "They never said they had the trophy!"

"Right," David said.  "Madchen Hall never claimed to have taken the trophy.  They never once acknowledged a success in stealing the trophy from Woodward Academy.  This is, of course, accurate, because they never took the trophy off our campus.  They didn't do anything, except try to steal the trophy.  Since they didn't do anything, their actions cannot be outside the rules."

"But... they did steal the trophy.  They just... uh... gave it back in a weird way," Luke objected.

"The rules state that until the school actually gets the trophy back to their own campus, they haven't successfully taken it.  They never took it off Woodward Academy grounds, so they never successfully took the trophy.  According to the rules, Woodward actually lied when we said that we'd lost the trophy, because it was still here."

"But we didn't know that," Tony objected.

"Right, which is why the League isn't coming down on us for it, but they also cannot do anything to Madchen Hall.  As underhanded as their tactics seem, they were well within the rules of the competition.  The League never contemplated a school that would simply try to discredit the competition itself."

"So... now what?" JoAnne asked.

"Now nothing," David replied.  "Put the trophy in a good hiding place and go on with your lives.  I'd suggest you find a place to put it that no one knows about."

"Well, shit.  Anyway, thanks, David, for all your help," Tony said.  He shook David's hand and then he, and most of the rest, left.  JoAnne stayed behind.

"Thanks for what you did.  And for loaning us Jailla.  He helped in ways that even having you on the mirror couldn't do."

David nodded.  "Say, I have a question."

"Sure."

"I thought each League team was supposed to be ten people.  How come there are only five of you?"

"Six, including you.  The other four are purely defensive in nature, according to the rules.  Ten people can act as defenders, but you can only send up to six people on offense."

"Oh.  Makes sense, I suppose... somehow..."

JoAnne grinned.  "To someone."

David nodded, and stifled a yawn.  "Anyway, at least the trophy's back, and people can stop worrying about Woodward's reputation."

"Yeah," JoAnne said.  "I'd give you a kiss to thank you, but I don't want to kiss a helmet."

David chuckled.  "I'll take a rain check."

"You got it.  Get some rest."

JoAnne headed off, and David lay back on the bed.  His head still burned, and the pain was still awful.  He'd started to feel a new pain earlier, and he thought that perhaps his left eye had grown back, and was trying to reconnect itself.  There was nothing for him to do about it except wait for it.  He'd already taken as much Naproxen Ghostium as he dared.

His mind mulled over the recent events with the Leadership League, along with all of the other things that had happened to him in the last several months.  He wasn't happy with things.  He'd have to find a way to improve the situation.

Before he came up with anything at all, he was asleep.



"I don't know that I like you leaving just yet," Annie told David.

"Annie, c'mon.  There's nothing more you can do.  I can come in once a day to have you change the antibiotics tube and the NG tube.  The chance that something serious is going to happen to me is almost nil.  And, frankly, I'm about to go out of my mind just lying here.  I need something to do.  It's much easier to bring me to my work than to bring my work to me."

"But how will you know when to remove the helmet?"

"How will you know?" David replied, a tone of challenge in his voice.

Annie just kind of stared at him.  "I hadn't actually figured that out yet."

David chuckled.  "I figured it out days ago."

"Oh?"

"When I can fade voluntarily again, I can remove the helmet.  Right now, I can't fade except at sunset and sunrise.  When the pain is gone and I've healed, I'll be able to fade again, and then I can take off this damnable helmet."

"I'm sorry.  I know it's uncomfortable," she said.

"No, Annie.  I'm sorry I forced you to witness what happened so closely.  I should have just told them to immediately bring me back to the school.  Then one of the king's healers would have had the initial shock."

Annie put her hands on his arms.  "I'm proud to be the one who treated you, David.  I just wasn't quite prepared for the... well, the mess."

David snorted.  "That's one way to put it.  In any case, I'm still sorry you had to see it, and I'm very grateful for all your help.  But I can't stay in here until I'm healed.  I'll go batty.  And you don't need to have someone tying up your infirmary needlessly."

"Okay, okay.  I just don't like letting patients go until they're fixed."

"Well, I'll stick to campus until I'm better.  Is that good enough?"

"I'd feel better," she admitted.

"It's a deal."

Annie gave him a hug, then he headed out the door.  He was using a cane because his balance hadn't yet corrected itself.

Jailla immediately joined him as David stepped outside.  "Is this a short walk, or are we going somewhere?" Jailla asked.

"I'm going back to the office.  There's no point in me sitting in there all day."

Jailla bobbed his head in agreement.

"Besides, I'm sure Sheila's got twenty pounds of paperwork waiting for me."

Jailla twittered in amusement.



"David?" Tanya called from the outer office.

David rose, happily setting aside the paperwork he'd been doing all afternoon.

"What's up?" he asked, annoyed at how his voice sounded from within the helmet.

"We've got a report of a fight going on.  Sounds like gang activity.  How do you want to handle it?"

David was immediately angry that this problem was still plaguing them.  "Dammit, I've had it with this shit.  Okay, let's make use of my deformity."

"Huh?"

David walked back into his office, pulled his wand, and morphed his coat into a cape.  It darkened from its deep blue color to full black.  Next, he looked in the mirror, and morphed his clothing, including the helmet, so that they, too, were all black.

As he donned his cape, he looked at Tanya.  "I'm not tall enough, really, to pull off Darth Vader, but we'll give it a shot."

"I wouldn't want to mess with you," she said, looking at him.

"Good.  Bring everyone, and let's go."

The group walked out of Fensterman Hall and across the terrace, marching in step.  The fight was in front of Byron Hall, so they didn't have that far to go.  They could see the fight happening, and it was clear that the rest of the team wanted to run to the scene, but were forcing themselves to stay behind David, who continued his march.

When David was about a hundred feet away, he picked a clear spot in the middle of the fighting, pulled his wand, and shouted, "Valk tohuto!"

A lightning bolt bright enough to light up the entire area leapt from David's wand and arced across the sky.  It impacted the ground among the fighters, and the thunderclap it caused threw all of them off their feet.  The closest ones to the blast felt the tingles of the electricity that had just passed by them.

David had not stopped marching as he cast the spell, and so he was upon the fighters long before any of them had a chance to rise.

"Surround them," David ordered his team.  The security troops immediately encircled the entire lot of them.

"What the fuck are you supposed to-" one of the fighters, obviously a Clan member, started to remark snidely.

"Silence," David said in a tone that warned of immediate serious injury if the order was not followed.  The guy stopped talking.

"You will rise, and separate into your factions," David said.  "Now.  You can stay where you are," he said to the one unconscious fighter.  His security team chuckled.

"All of you, roll up your sleeves," David demanded.

The people on one side of the fight did so immediately.  None of them had Clan tattoos.

On the other side, the obvious leader said, "What if we don't?"

David turned his gaze on him.  Because of the helmet, David's gaze was less menacing, but more impenetrable, than before.  He said, in a voice that echoed darkly, "Then you will no longer have arms inside the sleeves.  I am no longer toying with you Clan types.  You can do what you're told, or you can suffer severe consequences.  It's your choice."

"You can't threaten us like that!" another person said, meanwhile rolling up his sleeves.

"Would you prefer I have you arrested and sent to Barnard Hill for the next two to four years?  You are a member of The Clan," he said, pointing to the tattoo on the man's arm, "And have committed a violent act.  That is an imprisonable offense.  Now shut your trap before I have all of you jailed, instead of just expelled."

The Clan members sensed that this time, it was different, that it was not in their best interests to talk back.  They all remained silent.

David turned to the other group, recognizing several of them.  "Who were you supposedly protecting this time?" he demanded.

"The entire school," the apparent leader said.  "We're not going to let these bastards ruin our school again."

"You're not going to let?" David said coldly.  "Who gave you any authority to allow or deny anything?  You are students.  You do not have the right to tell others what to do."

"But-" the guy tried to say.

"Shut your mouth," David snapped.

The guy stopped talking quickly.

"You have all been put in detention several times over this.  You don't seem to be getting the message.  You are just another gang.  You claim to be serving the school, but violence on school grounds doesn't serve anyone.  Now, you will all go before the Board of Discipline.  I'm considering whether to ask for your expulsion."

"You can't do that!" One of them said.  "We were trying to help!"

"No, you were trying to feel important.  If you had been trying to help, you would have petitioned to join the DIRT Auxiliary.  But you didn't want to have to abide by any actual rules.  You just wanted to go and beat up people you disagree with.  That is exactly what they're doing."

The group before him mumbled and murmured, but no one offered a rebuttal.  They were afraid of making David angrier.

David turned to Tanya.  "Mirror Dean Lengel.  Ask her to bring the Board of Discipline down here.  There are simply too many here even to fit into the conference room in Beckett Hall."

Tanya nodded, and stepped away to make the call.

"Collect their wands," David told two of his officers.  Wands were surrendered quite unwillingly on both sides, but no one dared challenge the entire security team with David in the mood he was clearly in.

It took fifteen minutes for the dean to show up with the Board.

"Who are... David?" she asked the black-clad, helmeted figure before her.

"Madame Dean," he said, bowing slightly to her in respect.  She could hear the iron control in his voice, and knew that he was pissed off, but trying to be polite.

"What happened here, Chief Stroud?" she asked.  She used his title to aid him in keeping control of his anger, knowing that reminding him of his position would also remind him of the limits he was supposed to operate within.

"A gang war, Madame Dean," he replied.  "The Clan and The Vigilantes have apparently declared open warfare on each other.  This time, there wasn't even a victim to be ostensibly protecting."

"How did the fight start?" she asked.

"We don't know.  We were contacted by a student about a fight in progress.  When we arrived, they were fully engaged."

"And why do they all look a bit as if they've just seen a ghost - no offense?"

David smirked at that, but she, of course, could not see it.  He replied.  "Valk tohuto settled them down, but I fear it may have frizzed some hairdos."

Dean Lengel couldn't hide the giggle that elicited.  "I see.  Were any of your officers injured?"

"No.  There was no combat between us.  They had not recovered from the lightning strike before we had them surrounded, and they were smart enough not to test my self-control."

"Uh-huh," she said.  "Do we have witnesses to who started the fight?" she asked, raising her voice to the students who were present, watching the goings-on.

Several students stepped forward, giving their account of the confrontation, which turned out to be a mutually hostile action.

"Does the Board need to confer?" Dean Lengel asked.

Prof. Edgards, who was head of the Board at this point, looked to the others, who all whispered to him.  He turned back to her, and in his creepy monotonous voice, replied, "No, Madame Dean.  They are all guilty of violence toward other students.  We leave punishment in your hands."

"Chief Stroud?  Your recommendations?"

"Everyone from this group must be expelled, according to current policy.  They all either have Clan tattoos, or were fighting on the side of the Clan, making them implicit gang members."

"Agreed.  Each of you will pack your bags and be off school grounds within the hour.  I will know if you're not."

"Escort them to their dorms," David said, indicating six security officers.  They nodded, and led The Clan members away.

"Now, as for The Vigilantes," David said, "they have become a gang in their own right.  This fight puts them squarely in organized gang territory."

"I would have to agree," Dean Lengel said.  "But, though they went about it in completely the wrong way, they were at least attempting to aid the school, rather than harm it..."

"Yes, though rather stupidly," David agreed.

"So... any suggestions?"

"Send them home."

"You want to expel them, too?"

David shook his head.  "I didn't say expel them.  I said send them home.  There are only a few more weeks in the school year.  Detention won't teach them anything, as it obviously hasn't gotten through to them before.  Perhaps their parents will be able to communicate a bit more... directly... than we can what is and isn't appropriate behavior."

"So... you would allow them to return in the fall?"

"Yes."

"But, hey!" one of them objected loudly.  "We'd miss exams and stuff!"

"Yes, you will," David replied.  "Including, for many of you, your licensing exam.  You will also fail all of your classes for this semester.  Perhaps the extra year of schooling might help you understand that there is a right way and a wrong way to go about trying to help."

Dean Lengel considered for a long moment.  Finally she said, "It's unorthodox, but I like it.  Very well, I will contact each of your parents to have you transported home.  Until then, you will be held in detention housing."

David motioned the rest of the team to escort them off to the detention house.  This left Dean Lengel and David alone, as the Board of Discipline left quickly.

"You seem upset," she said.

"I'm sick and tired of this Clan shit.  And The Vigilantes were only making it worse."

Dean Lengel nodded.  "And... what's with the outfit?"

"An outward expression of my inner annoyance," he replied after a moment's thought.  Dean Lengel chuckled.  "I'm stuck wearing this helmet.  I figured I'd use it to my advantage.  I'd say it worked fairly well; it's the first time they've not challenged us more obstinately."

"This could be because you remind people of the Grim Reaper," she said.

"And yet I'm the same person inside this damn thing as I am outside it."

Dean Lengel shrugged.  "People react more... viscerally to things they see."

"I guess.  In any case, unless you need me for something else, I still have about three days of paperwork to catch up on."

"Only three days?"

"I was talking about how long it's going to take me to get it done," he said.

Dean Lengel laughed.  "Okay, I'll let you get back to your paperwork.  Good job dealing with this one, David.  Only one real injury, and that one's not serious.  You did well controlling your anger.  I could hear how upset you were when I arrived."

"Thank you for helping me calm down," he said.

Dean Lengel nodded.  "That's what friends are for.  Have a good day."

"You too."



"Here for your daily treatment?" Annie asked as David entered the infirmary.  She was currently treating a second-year who had been caught in a potion eruption.

"I can wait until you're done," he said, leaning against a nearby bed.

Annie continued what she was doing until the young lady on the bed was healed up.  "Okay, it's going to itch for a day or so.  Try not to scratch it.  It won't make the potion worse, but it'll damage your skin.  Here's some anti-itch potion that should help."

"Thanks, Healer Hall," the girl said.  Annie nodded, then helped her up off the bed.

As the girl left, Annie turned to David.  "So, do you need Naproxen Ghostium today?  You've been going without it on occasions."

"Before we go with treatment, I want to try to fade," he said.

"Okay," she replied, nodding.

David closed his eyes - both of them were functioning normally now - and crossed his arms over his chest.  He exhaled sharply.

A huge wave of crushing pain washed over David.  He cried out as he fell to the floor.  Annie shouted in alarm and rushed to his side, but there was nothing she could do for him.

As David opened his eyes, he looked down at himself.  He was, once more, see-through.  He had been able to fade.

"Holy shit," he gasped.  "Fading after an injury usually hurts a bit more, but damn."

David reached out, and Annie held out her hand.  He gripped it and pulled himself upright, then sat on the bed.  Closing his eyes once more, he faded back to solid form.  The discomfort was still greater than normal.

"Do you have some kind of bandage ready, just in case this isn't one hundred percent healed?" David asked.

"I have the usual things I would use on a normal student," she confirmed.

"Okay.  Then let's get this damned thing off me."

"You sure?"

"I'm pretty sure that if it's not healed, it's close enough," he said.  "I haven't been dizzy in days, I can use both eyes, and it hasn't hurt at all today until now.  Now I have a splitting headache."

Annie nodded.  She ran her wand along the helmet, starting on the left side of his neck, going up and over the top of his head, and then back down to the right side of his neck.  This unsealed the seam of the helmet, which was built in two parts.

"Can you hold up the front half?  I want to release the back part first.  That will show me if you're healed."

David grunted, then put his hands up to the face of the helmet.  Annie slipped her fingers under the back edge of the helmet, and lifted upward.  There was a very slight hiss as the pressure inside the helmet let loose.  The helmet was hinged at the very top, so she pivoted the back clear of David's head.

"Well?" David asked.

"You're not completely healed, but what's here just needs to be covered with a bandage."

"Good.  Get this thing off me."

Annie pulled forward now, and the helmet pulled free of David's head.  As Annie went and set the helmet on a table, David pulled out his mirror and looked at what was left.

I wonder...

David faded himself back to ghost form.  It hurt like hell.  He stayed that way and watched the wound on his head.  He could actually see the healing progress as he watched.

Annie, likewise, saw what he was doing.  She watched in awe as the damage to his head just disappeared, until his hair was grown back, just as before, and it looked as though he'd never had an injury.

Once that process was finished, David faded back to solid form.  "Ugh.  Now, that was roughly a normal post-injury fade."

"So what happened earlier..." Annie started.

David finished for her.  "Was that I wasn't ready to fade yet.  Apparently what must happen with demighosts is, the more injured we are, the more difficult and painful it is for us to fade by force, until, at some point, it's so difficult, or maybe just so outright painful, that we can't do it at all."

"So, are you back to normal now?" she asked.

David faded back and forth a few times.  "Yep, seems to be all better."

Annie sighed.  "Good.  I didn't like seeing you that way.  You've spent enough time in here over the years."

David smiled at her, then reached out and gave her a hug.  "Thanks for fixing me up, Annie."

"My pleasure."

"You know what I want now?" he asked.

"What?"

"A cheeseburger.  I haven't been able to eat anything for weeks!"

Annie laughed as David made his way out of the infirmary and stright to the cafeteria.  It was dinner time.



"Are you ready?" the page asked him.

"Do I look it?" David replied with nervousness.

"No, sir," the page replied with a grin.

"Damn.  Well, guess you have to open the doors anyway."

"Yes, sir."  The page motioned to the two guards at the door.  They grabbed the door handles and stepped aside, opening the doors wide and clearing the way for David to enter the throne room.

Jailla immediately left David's shoulder to find a suitable perch from which to watch the spectacle.  David looked down and examined himself once more, surrpetitiously making sure his zipper was closed.  His uniform was spotless and his Rimohr badge gleamed, the brownies had shined it so well.  With more than a little trepidation, David stepped into the room.

"Ten-hut!" a voice bellowed.  In front of David, on either edge of the red carpet, a row of infrantry wizards suddenly snapped to attention.

"Render colors!" the voice bellowed.  The wizards lifted their wands to horizontal, and suddenly, lines of crimson light connected them in a diamond pattern.  Once the wands were all connected, the voice yelled, "Salute!"  The wizards raised their wands to vertical, right in front of their faces.  The pattern of lines now arced, forming a red tunnel along the carpet.

"Please proceed," a voice said quietly to David.  The voice was the same that had seconds before been bellowing orders.

David could not help but march down the red carpet.  He paused for a second at the near end of the tunnel, but then continued through it.  The room remained utterly silent as he walked, though there were, he estimated, two to three hundred people present in the throne room.  Off to the side with the windows, he saw familiar faces.

The first face he saw was Dean Lengel.  He wasn't surprised she was here, nor did Sam's presence shock him.  None of the other teachers had come, but then, it was a class day, so it would have been difficult for them to make it.

Olissa, Flo, Gwen and Jess were all standing next to Dean Lengel, and he was happy they were there to support him through this ordeal.  The ceremony might have been in David's honor, but he would just as happily have done without it.

Standing on the other side of his school friends, David saw Garibaldi and Vivian, as well as Commandant Lasard, from the Rimohr Academy, the Bolmont District Chief, and Commissioner Hirsch.

Separated from the humans by a short distance stood others, who he assumed were dignitaries of some kind.  They represented each race governed within Callamandia.  There was a contingent from the centaurs, the dwarves, the lamias, and several people who looked human, but who apparently weren't.  Later he'd find out these represented the weres, the vampires, and a few other human-looking races.  There was also a large contingent of fairies.

As David arrived at the king, he stopped.  He had been ordered by the director of protocol not to kneel, so he instead bowed his head to his king.

The king, who had risen from his throne as soon as David had entered the crimson tunnel, now walked down the steps to be even with David.  Once there, he reached out his hand.

David, staring in befuddlement, reached out and shook the hand of the king.  Once that had been done, the king took David gently by the arm, and walked him up to stand on the dais beside the king.  The queen, whom David had never met before, was sitting on her throne, as well.  She smiled at him before he turned to face the crowd.

"Assembled guests," the king intoned.  His voice filled the room magically, making sure that no word went unheard.  "We are here today to honor a man who, without regard for his own personal safety, has served our kingdom bravely, boldly, and substantially.

"Some might say it is only to be expected.  After all, this man is a Rimohr.  But let us not forget that Rimohrs are not Callamandian officers.  His job imposes on him no duty to protect Callamandia specifically, nor its king.

"Yet this man is a Callamandian citizen, and when made aware that there was an imminent threat to my life, he did not hesitate to offer his service in my defense."

Like hell I didn't hesitate, David thought to himself.

"When faced with an attack the likes of which our usual magical protections were unable to prevent, David Stroud stepped forward, presented a plan, and carried it out.  In so doing, he saved my life, at the expense of weeks of pain and suffering on his part.  He is only able to stand here before us at all because this man, more courageous than many, and more resolved than most... is also more than a man.  He is a demighost.

"Yes, a demighost," the king said to the gasps from those in the crowd who didn't already know this.  "David Stroud stands before us as absolute proof that no group of people as a whole is evil.  No group as a whole can be written off.  It is thanks to this man that our friends the lamias, long a pariah race in Callamandia, can stand here among us as equals and citizens.  It is thanks to this man that vampires, a wrongly maligned race, need not feed on blood nearly so often.  And it is because of this man, this demighost, that I am able to stand here before you today.

"It is only right and fitting that the crown should be thankful for any service rendered to it, especially if that service is personal.  But how does one show their gratitude when the service rendered is so vital?

"Firstly, for his acts in saving the king of Callamandia, the kingdom awards David Stroud a chevron.  This will be his third in recognition of service to his country.

"Second, from the queen and I, David Stroud will be awarded one crescent, for personal services to the king, in keeping my head where it belongs."

There were chuckles from the crowd at that.

"Finally, in consultation with the royal military and the palace guards, let it be decreed that David Stroud has been bestowed the honorary title of Royal Paladin.  May we all aspire to his bravery, commitment, integrity, and service."

The military officer in the back now bellowed, "Full salute!"

The wizards forming the tunnel all shoved their wands upward, toward the ceiling.  The crimson light lines flared, and then burst, filling the room with brilliant light.  The crowd applauded strongly, and there were cheers from those who knew David personally.

The king turned to David.  "Thank you."

"My honor, Your Majesty," David said.  It had not, after all, been his "pleasure" to get shot in the head.

The queen finally rose from her throne and approached David.  "Thank you from me, as well," she said.  She took his hand gently, and then leaned in to give him a kiss on the cheek.

"Just doing my duty, Your Majesty.  A pleasure to finally meet you."

The queen nodded at him, then moved off.  A page suddenly appeared at David's side.

"I'm here to escort you to the reception."

David rolled his eyes, but followed the boy along the dais to a side door, then down a hallway and into a large ballroom.  The others, who had to leave the throne room through the public entrance, were just now beginning to trickle in.  David grabbed some punch.  His throat was dry from nervousness.

Jailla suddenly thumped down onto David's shoulder.  "You are certainly collecting titles," Jailla told him with an amused chirp.

"Hush, you," David said good naturedly.

Olissa was the first to make her way over to him.  Flo and Gwen were close behind.

"Congratulations, sir," she said quietly, then wrapped her arms around him and gave him a kiss.  David enjoyed it, but they kept it brief, since they were in public.

"Three chevrons and a crescent," Gwen said.  "Not bad.  You've nearly matched Lord Woodward, and you haven't even had a war to fight in!"

"Yet," David muttered.

"Huh?" Gwen asked, not having heard him.

"Nothing, don't worry about it.  Aren't you guys missing class?"

"They have a note from the dean," Emile said, appearing suddenly.  She gave David a hug.  "We're all very proud of you, and I couldn't deny them the right to come down here and see you get recognized."

Sam said, "And Royal Paladin, wow.  I've never known nobility before."

"Nobility?" David asked.

"Paladin is a bit like a British knighthood," Olissa explained.  "No real power behind it, but it is a highly respected position.  A lot harder to get than the current knighthood, however."

"Hmph.  Last thing I want to be is Sir David."

They all chuckled at that.

"Excuse me, I think someone's waiting to talk to me," David said.  He excused himself from his school friends, to greet Kiorin, the lamia whose daughter he'd slept with.

"Kiorin, how are you?  I hardly expected to see you here."

Kiorin hugged him and gave him a brief kiss.  "The king wanted every race represented.  Larentis is our leader.  Technically, I'm her second in line... though there's so little governing in the lamia clan that I don't actually do anything."

"Well, I'm glad to see you again.  How are things?  How is Kielin?"

"Pregnant, finally."

"It took this long?"

"She's been sustaining herself with sterile men.  It took this long to find a willing partner."

"Are you sure she was 'sustaining' herself, and that she didn't just like having sex?"

Kiorin grinned widely.  "No, I'm not at all sure of that."

David chuckled.

"I don't want to keep you from the others," Kiorin said.  "I did want to congratulate you, though.  You have much to be proud of."

"Thank you."

As Kiorin moved off, the Rimohr contingent approached.  Joe said, "Nice work, sport.  You planning to get back to work now?"

"Nice.  I get shot in the head, and he doesn't even come to visit, then badgers me to get back to work," David said to Vivian, obviously teasing him.

"Well, somebody had to do all that work you normally do.  Took him three times as long, too," she said, extending the prod.  Vivian had visited David several times during his recovery.

"Great.  Is this what I'm in for when you get back?" Joe grumped.

"You bet.  I have three weeks' worth of harassing you to catch up on."

"I think I need a vacation," Joe said, to general laughter.

David turned to one of the others.  "Commissioner, nice to meet you, sir."

The Commissioner shook David's hand.  "Good work, Stroud.  You're doing the agency proud."

"Thank you, sir."  He shared similar useless pleasantries with his district chief and the commandant, as well.

After the Rimohr brass had left, Zyla, who had come with Joe, stepped up.  She gave David a big hug and a kiss on the cheek.

"The hug is from Grace," she explained with a smile.

"What, no hug from you?" David said, feigning distress.

Zyla grinned, and hugged him again.

"How are things going?" David asked semi-seriously.

"Things are fine.  Grace is growing like a weed, and the healer says she's perfectly healthy. There've been no problems lately."

"That's good."

David continued to chat on and off with his friends, as well as other guests who dropped by mainly in the hopes that he would remember that they dropped by, he was sure.

After the reception had been going on for about an hour, a page appeared at David's elbow.

"The king would like to speak to you briefly," he said.

David excused himself from chatting with the centaur leader, and followed the page out of the ballroom, across the hall into an office.  It was the first working room in the castle that David could really relate to.  The king was sitting behind a large, ornate desk.

"Paladin Stroud, as you requested, Your Majesty," the page announced.

"David, please have a seat.  Thank you, Jonathan, you can go."

David sat down uncomfortably.  This was a highly unusual situation for him to be in, sitting one-on-one with the king of Callamandia, no guards, no other personnel.

"I know, from hearing about your history, plus some overheard comments in the reception, that the decorations and title don't really mean much to you."

"I'm quite honored, Your Majesty, I assure you," David objected.

The king waved his hand.  "I didn't say you didn't appreciate the gesture, just that you don't care that much about them.  Personally, I think that speaks well of you.  You didn't do what you did to be recognized."

"I did it because it had to be done, sir," David replied.

"Right.  And that, as I said, speaks well of you.  So.  I also know you have absolutely no need of monetary reward.  You're probably richer than I am," the king joked.  "So what can I do to say thank you for what you did in a way that would actually matter to you?"

"Sir, you don't have to-"

The king cut him off.  "I know I don't have to.  I didn't have to do anything we did out there, either.  But it's important to me that I reward people who serve me and the kingdom beyond what is normally expected of them.  So.  What can I do?"

David sat for a long moment, thinking.  Finally, he said, "Your Majesty, with the looming threat from the north, my primary concern is for the safety of my home and family, both of which reside on Mt. Woodward.  Anything you could do to protect them from what we believe is coming...  I don't want to turn the school into a military post, but..."

"I think I know just the thing," the king said immediately.  "Something that can aid in the school's defense, and won't even really look out of place."

"That would be more than thanks enough for me, sir."

"You love that school, don't you?" the king asked, not derisively.

"It's my home," David said simply.

"I was under the impression you had several houses, including a very large estate in Bolmont."

"Those are my houses, Your Majesty.  Woodward is my home."

The king nodded seriously.  "We will do what we can to protect it.  The new security will be there the day after you return."

David nodded in understanding.  "Thank you, Your Majesty.  I couldn't ask for anything more than that."

The king reached across, and they shook hands again.  With that, David returned to the reception.



David had been informed through a mirror call that the new security that he'd requested would be arriving at Woodward Castle shortly.  David invited Tanya and Dean Lengel to accompany him up to the castle.  They climbed all the way to the top of the south tower, where they found Lord Woodward gazing out over the land.

"Good afternoon, Paladin," Lord Woodward said.  "Madame Dean, Miss."

"Good afternoon, Lord Woodward," David said.  "We're expecting... something... soon."

"Yes, I know.  I got the word from one of the ghosts who haunts the royal clerk's office."

"Do you know what's coming?" Dean Lengel asked.

"Yes.  And so do you, now," Lord Woodward said, gesturing to the south.

In the south, flying toward them, were several creatures which they could not identify.

"Are those dragons?" Tanya asked.

"I doubt it," David replied.  The three watched as the beings got closer.  The first of them arrived and landed on the outer wall of the castle, crouching down on top of the parapets and seemingly turning to stone, they sat so rigidly.

Others of them landed on the castle roof, taking up similar posts.  The four remaining flew, two each, to the towers.  The largest of them landed on the edge of the tower and looked at the people standing there.

"Paladin Stroud?" the gargoyle asked.

"That's me," David said uncomfortably.

"My name is Goliath.  We are gargoyles.  We are here to protect Mt. Woodward.  We stand guard.  If the castle is attacked, we will defend it.  Until that time... we will watch."

"Thank you," David told him.  With that, the gargoyle turned, faced out over the land, crouched down on top of the parapet he was standing on, and silently turned to stone.

"He sent us gargoyles?" Dean Lengel asked.  "These are some of the fiercest fighters in the land.

"I asked him to protect my home," David said.  "I guess he took me seriously."

"Why do we need this kind of protection, David?  What do you know?" Tanya asked.

With a look at Dean Lengel, David said to Tanya, "What I know is very little.  What I'm worried about is a whole other issue."



 











	

	
		


    
    
    

The Woodward Academy, Year 6


Chapter 12: May


"So what is it we're going to see?" David asked.  He and Joe were driving down into Boston in David's truck.  It was Saturday night, and David would really rather have been home with Olissa, or maybe out with Lydia.

"A magical performance."

"In Earth?"

"Yes, well, most of it is standard fake magic, but the report is that our magician is a wizard, and he's doing things he's not good enough to do, getting people hurt in the process."

"Really?  I didn't see anything about that in the papers you're still forcing me to read, even though I noticed there's a new guy in the office..."

"You're still lower-ranked than he is," Joe said with a malicious grin.

"Asshole," David said, mostly good-naturedly.

"It's not been in the papers.  Apparently the wizard has been paying off his victims to keep it quiet."

"Then how did we find out?"

"Another wizard saw his performance and called us."

David nodded, and then focused on the drive.



The first portion of the performance had been boring.  David had seen enough real magic at this point to find Earth "magic" to be completely lame by comparison.

At the end of the show, however, the wizard started to do something he shouldn't.  He started to work with conjuring.  David sat up a little straighter; this was one of his subjects, and if the guy was any good, he might learn something.

It quickly became clear that the guy wasn't, in fact, any good.  He had tried to conjure an apple from one pedestal to another, and wound up with applesauce.  He played it off with humor, and the audience assumed it was part of the act.  His next trick involved a young lady from the audience.

"Now then," the wizard said as he positioned the woman so she was facing sideways, "we're going to play a game of William Tell... only a bit backwards."  The wizard positioned a pedestal right in front of the woman, so that it was touching her chest.  On the pedestal was a frame in the shape of a cube.  Inside the cube sat an apple.  Behind the woman, he placed another pedestal.  On this one was mounted a contraption that held an arrow in place.  The tip of the arrow sat inside another cube framework.

"What we're going to do," the wizard said, "is to pierce the apple with the arrow.  But instead of shooting the arrow at the apple, we're going to shoot the apple at the arrow.

"But, you say, there is a beautiful woman in the way!  How will you make the shot?

"I will pass the apple through the lovely lady, and onto the tip of the arrow.  Don't worry, my dear, it won't even mess up your dress."

The audience laughed, and the woman smiled, though a bit nervously.

The wizard pulled out a black silk handkerchief, and he placed it over the framework holding the apple.  He lifted the edge, to show that the apple was still there.  Next, he moved over and covered the arrow point with a similar black cloth.  Returning to the lady's front side, he lifted the silk one more time, to demonstrate the apple was still there.

"Now then!" he said, dropping the edge of the silk to cover the apple again.  "We say the magic words, beleya miguli!"  With that, he thrust his hand forward, shoving the box with the apple seemingly into the woman's chest, as it completely disappeared beneath the cloth.

There were some gasps from the audience, and the young woman looked a bit frightened.

"How do you feel, my dear?" the wizard asked the woman.

"Um... fine, I guess," she said.

"Of course you do!" the wizard enthused.  He set the cloth down on the pedestal and moved it away from her.  "The real question, of course, is, did we get a bull's-eye?"  He took the lady's hand and moved her off to the side, facing the audience.  The wizard then gripped the cloth over the arrow tip and whipped it away.

Sure enough, the apple was impaled nicely on the arrow tip.  The audience applauded heartily.

"Nice trick," Joe said.

"Not much of one, really.  I mean, it's just a simple act of conjuring.  But where's the problem here?  I wouldn't think this use of magic falls under the Prohibition of Distributing Magical Information."

"It doesn't.  But apparently that trick doesn't always go so well.  It's too late now, but tomorrow we'll interview a couple of people who don't think it's such a simple trick."

"Okay.  We gonna go back to Bolmont, or stay here?"

"No point in remaining here.  Home is close enough."

"Yours, maybe," David said with a grin.



 "Yes, can I help you?" the woman asked the two strangely dressed men standing at her door.

"Are you Diana Marsh?" Joe asked.

"Yes, who are you?"

David, sensing Joe's hesitancy, said, "We're special investigators of the American Magical Society.  We understand that you were recently injured during a performance of one of our members.  When anyone gets injured, our bylaws require us to investigate, to see whether or not disciplinary action against the member is warranted."

"I can't talk to you," she said.

"Why not?" Joe asked.

"He made me sign an agreement not to talk about what happened."

"That agreement was in violation of his contract with us, making it a non-valid contract to begin with," David assured her.

"Oh.  But, he gave me money for my doctor bills, plus some..."

"That, also, was against society policy.  That money would have come from us had this been handled properly."

"I see.  Okay, well, it's no big deal, now.  Hurt like hell when it happened, though.  Come on in."

As she led them to the living room, David asked, "What trick was he attempting to perform?"

"His William Tell stunt," she said.

David looked at Joe, who nodded at him.

"And what exactly happened?"

"Well, it wasn't that serious, but I guess he forgot to change out the apple, because when he went to shove it through my body, well, it was still there.  The amount of force he used caused a bruise on my sternum.  Also, it shoved me backwards, and somehow that frame around the arrow moved, because the arrow tip got shoved into my back by about a half-inch, the doctor said."

"That had to hurt like hell," David said.

Diana nodded.  "Bled a lot, too.  They rushed me to the hospital, but the doctor said, because it was just a pointed tip, not flared or anything, that it didn't even need stitches.  He just cleaned the wound - that hurt like hell, too, by the way - then put some anti-bacteria crap on it and a bandage over it."

David nodded while Joe took notes.  "And at what point did 'The Great Mancini' ask you to sign the contract?"

"As we were driving to the damned hospital!  He was shoving it in my face, telling me he'd take care of all the medical bills, plus give me money, if I agreed not to say anything to anyone about how the trick had gone wrong."

"Would your insurance have covered this?" David asked.

Diana snorted.  "I have a $2,000 deductible on my insurance.  I don't make $2,000 in a month."

David nodded.  "So you felt rather cornered into signing the contract, is that correct?"

"You could say that."

"Thank you.  We may need your testimony at his... disciplinary hearing.  If so, we will cover your travel expenses to and from the hearing."

"Oh.  Okay."

"Thank you very much for your time."

Diana showed them out, and they walked down to David's truck.

"I have a question," David said.

"Shoot."

"How do we handle it if we need her to testify?  She doesn't know about magic."

"If it gets to that point, it will be explained to her.  At that point, it becomes a necessary distribution of information, thus exempted from the prohibition."

"I've not read that law through.  How does it handle accidental distribution?"

"Like what?"

"Like... what if you're in your house, using magic to wash your dishes, and someone happens to see you through your window?  Certainly a bit careless, but hardly an intentional act..."

"In those cases, we often try to make the person who saw it forget what they saw."

"Try?"

"The potion in question doesn't always get the right memory."

"Oops."

"Yes.  It has caused some rather interesting foul-ups over the years."

"Maybe I should look into that."

"How so?"

"I am a Potions Master..."

"Oh.  Yeah, I'd forgotten about that."

"Some days, I do, too," David grumped.  "I haven't even been in my workroom all week."

"Sorry."

"My problem, not yours.  Anyway, who's the next victim?



"Joyce Werner?" David asked.

"Yeah, who're you?"

"David Stroud, this is my partner, Joe Garibaldi.  We're with the American Magical Society.  We'd like to talk to you about your recent problem with The Great Mancini."

"Okay, yeah, sure.  You guys gonna boot him out?  He's a horrible magician."

"Various forms of discipline are being looked at.  Kicking him out of the society is one of them."

"Good.  Say, you guys gonna cover any legal fees if he sues me?  He made me sign a contract not to talk about this."

"That contract is void, as it violates the contract he signed with us," David said.  In truth, wizard law stipulated that no wizard could force someone to sign a contract to withhold information concerning the wizard's activities from a Rimohr.

"Oh.  Well, that's fine, then.  What do you want to know?  You want some coffee?"

"No, thank you.  What trick was he performing that went badly?"

"Trying to pass a coin through my hand."

"Okay, and what happened?"

Joyce shrugged.  "Apparently he's forgetful or something.  I figure he pockets the coin or something before he smacks his hand down on yours.  Well, he didn't, and when the coin hit my hand, it must have had a sharp edge, because it gashed my hand and nicked a ligament.  My finger doesn't work right.  The doctor says it should heal, but it's going to take some time."

"During this trick, did he utter 'magic words'?"

"Yeah."

"Do you have any recollection of what they were?"

"No.  Why, is it important?"

David shrugged.  "Probably not, but I like to be thorough."

"Right."

"You mentioned a contract.  What did the contract say?"

"He would pay my medical bills, and give me some money, but I couldn't talk to anyone about what happened."

David nodded.  "And at what point did he mention this contract to you?"

"On the way to the hospital.  I'm sitting there bleeding, my finger twitching uncontrollably and hurting like hell, and he's jabbering about contracts."

"Would your insurance have allowed you to pay the medical bills yourself?"

Joyce shrugged.  "It would've been a bit tight, but yeah, I guess."

David looked at Joe, who just shook his head.  "Okay, well, I think that's all the questions we have.  If we need you to appear at his disciplinary hearing, we will, of course, cover your travel expenses."

"How long you figure it'll be before you finish up your investigation?" Joyce asked.

"Well, it may sound a bit cold, but we'd like to actually see him make a mistake.  I realize that puts someone in jeopardy, but otherwise, he could suggest that you were lying to get him in trouble."

"You think I'm lying?" Joyce asked, offended.

"No, I don't, but I'm not the one making the decisions."

"Oh," she said, mollified by that.  "Well, okay.  You'll contact me if you need me?"

"Yes, ma'am.  Thank you for your cooperation."

"No problem."

They left Joyce's house and walked down the sidewalk.  "He's definitely guilty," David said.

"Yes, but without seeing him do it ourselves, we can't prove that."

"Yeah.  Kinda sucks for some other woman."

"Can't be helped."

"What's Zyla making us for lunch?"

"Us?"

"Transportation fee.  I'm driving you home, you have to feed me."

"And if I don't?"

"Then next job we go out on, you get to walk home," David said with an evil grin.  "And I'll make sure we're in Earth!"

"Damn, you don't play fair."

"And before you get any funny ideas, by 'you feed me,' I mean Zyla does the cooking!"

"Aw, but I make a mean grilled cheese sandwich..."

"Uh-huh.  I've been poisoned before.  I didn't enjoy it."

"Ouch!" Joe said, then laughed.



David was sitting at his work table, stirring a potion, when he suddenly felt a feathery, wet sensation start at the bottom of his left earlobe and make its way slowly upward.  David had to wait until she stopped before he could turn to greet her properly.  He was abashed at himself that he'd not even heard her come in.

"Morning, Sam," he said, then gave her a strong kiss.

"Mm.  Morning to you, too.  I heard you in here from my office."

"Was I being loud?"

"The rumble of your fire pit carries through the wall.  It's just a background noise, but it let me know you were here.  Whatcha working on?"

"Incognizance Potion."

"Oh?  What's that for?"

"The Rimohrs use it to erase the memories of technos who have seen things they shouldn't have."

"Use?  So this is already developed?"

"About a hundred years ago or so."

"So... what's to work on?  Just practicing your skills?"

"Incognizance doesn't always target the right memory.  Sometimes it misses, and erases the wrong thing."

"That could be a problem."

"Yeah.  I'm trying to see if I can refine it, to make it work better."

"How would you test something like that?"

"Unfortunately, there is only one way to test something like this.  Luckily, I have a slave I can force to help me."

"But you could hurt her..."

David shook his head.  "I wouldn't do it if it would hurt her.  But even when it misses, it misses by a couple of hours.  It's not like I could accidentally erase her schooling.  I could just... accidentally make her forget what she had for lunch.  Or that she had lunch."

"Oh.  I see.  So there's a targeting issue."

"Yeah."

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

David slipped his hands around her back.

"I think I've been working on it too long.  I think it's affecting me.  I can't remember, for instance, the last time I saw you naked."

Sam grinned at him.  "Well, we can't have you forgetting things like that!"

David's memory was quickly refreshed, and for a prolonged period of time.



"And so, I need a volunteer from the audience.  Ah, yes, you, young lady.  Come on up here!"

The woman looked to be in her early twenties.  She introduced herself as Willisa.  She was a pretty black girl, and obviously nervous to be in front of everyone on the stage.

"Now, my dear," Mancini said, "all you have to do is stand very still."

"I can do that," she told him.

"Good!  Good!  Now, you see, in this hand, I have a coin, there it is, everyone see it?  Good.  Turn this way, my dear," Mancini said, turning Willisa so she faced to the audience's left.

Mancini stood behind Willisa, so that his left hand was behind her, and his right hand was in front of her.  He opened his right hand to show that the coin was still there.

"Now, at all times, our lovely lady will be between my hands.  Sounds like more fun than it is, trust me!"

The audience laughed at that.  Willisa blushed.

"Now.  One..." he said, and opened his hand to show the coin, then closed his hand on it.  "Two..." he showed the coin again, then closed his hand once more.  "And... paray tidrugoy!"

The magician opened his hand to show the coin was gone.  The audience almost applauded, but at that very moment, Willisa collapsed onto the stage.  Gasps and screams filled the audience.

"Uh... that will be the end of tonight's show, folks.  The young lady's obviously had a shock, seeing the coin disappear right in front of her eyes.  We'll take her backstage and let her lie down a bit.  Drive safely!"

The magician's stage hands came out on stage, and they picked up the girl, hustling her off into the back.

"Come on," Joe said.  "We should have enough now."

They got to the back of the theater just in time to see them hustling the woman out to a car.

"They're going to take her to the hospital," David said.  "Come on, we'll get my truck."

Despite having a head start, the magician did not arrive at the hospital before David caught up with him.  The magician parked in the emergency entrance.  David found a free slot in emergency parking.

"We need a cop," David said.  "We'll never get back to see her without one."

Joe pointed.  At the entrance, there was a police officer standing guard.

David nodded, and they both walked that direction.  The cop nodded, but didn't stop them entering the emergency room.

It didn't take them long to find the woman.  The wizard was still with her, trying to get her to sign a form.

"Get that fucking thing away from me, you asshole!" she screamed.  "What the hell did you do to me?  I can't even move my legs!"

"If you'll just sign the contract, I'll get you the best medical care..."

"I'm sure that won't be a problem for her," David said.

The wizard turned, saw David, and tried to run past him.  David clotheslined him across the throat, causing the man to collapse to the floor.

"You want to take him out to the truck?" David asked.  Joe nodded.

"What are you gonna do?"

"Try to save this poor woman from having pointless surgery that could permanently paralyze her.  Is this a situation where I can make some revelations?"

"Yes."

"Good."

"Who are you people?" a doctor suddenly snapped.  "This is an emergency room, not a coffee shop!  You need to leave."

"Those two will be, doc," David said.  "I'm staying.  The woman has a metal disk embedded against her spine.  It's caused her to lose all feeling and control in her lower body."

"And where did you get your medical degree from, Dr. Scholl's?" the doctor snapped.  "Go get security," he told a nurse.

The nearest security was, of course, the police officer standing at the entrance.  They were back in a matter of seconds.

"What's the problem, doc?" the cop asked.

"I need this kid removed."

The cop looked at him, and David looked back.  "You know what I am?" David asked.

The cop nodded.

"If I don't help this woman, she may be crippled for life.  Get this doctor out of my face before I have to force the issue."

The cop paused for a moment, then said, "Doc, just give him a minute, okay?  Let's step out and let him do his thing."

"But-" the doctor tried.

"Doc, you don't want to know, okay?  You just don't."

Once the doctor was gone, David turned back to the patient.  He suddenly realized there was still a nurse there.

"I hope you're better at conjuring than that idiot was," the nurse said.

"I trained with Prof. Blackstone," David said simply.

The woman nodded.  "One of the best.  I was stuck with Prof. Quayde."

"My condolences," David replied.  Turning to the patient, he said, "Willisa?"

"What do you want?" she demanded.

"I'm here to explain what happened to you, and to try to fix it."

"Well?"

"The man you know as 'The Great Mancini' is, in fact, a real wizard.  What I mean is that he can do real magic, not just the sleight-of-hand stuff that most of his show is filled with.  The problem is, he's apparently not a very good wizard.  When he tried to move the coin from one hand to the other, what he apparently actually did was to conjure the coin directly inside your body.  It is now pressing against your spine, which is, I hope, why you can't move your legs."

"You expect me to believe that bullshit?"

"Do you have a better explanation for why you can't walk?"

Willisa didn't respond to that.

"Now, what I am going to do is to remove the coin magically."

"Wait a fucking minute!  How do I know you're any better than he was?  Not that I believe your shit for a second."

"I am a Level 4 Conjuring Master," David said.

"Holy shit," the nurse gasped.  "Oh, sorry."

David smiled at her briefly.  "As you can see, that's 'something', where we come from.  I don't screw up."

"Whatever."

"Now, I must warn you.  Depending on just exactly where the coin ended up, you might not be able to walk after I remove the coin.  If he's actually severed your spinal cord with the coin, then more drastic measures will be needed."

"Like what?" Willisa asked nervously.

"We'll have to take you to a magical healer.  That will require a trip you may find a bit unsettling."

"Oh.  But... I'd be able to walk again after that?"

"Most likely."

"Okay."

"Now, please just lie still.  This shouldn't take too long, and you shouldn't feel any pain.  If you do, it'll be because the pressure of the coin has been relieved."

Willisa nodded.

David gently rolled her onto her side, then placed his hand against her back.  He slid it along her spine until he found the spot.  He could actually feel it with his hand; there was a slight protrusion.  David closed his eyes and concentrated.  In just a second, the coin slipped into his palm.

Returning Willisa to her back, he held up the coin.  "Tada!"

"I felt... something... in my back move."

David nodded.  "That was me removing the coin.  Can you wiggle your toes?"

It took a moment, but she smiled.  "Yeah!"

David gripped her leg and squeezed.  "Feel that?"

"Yeah!"

"Let's see if you can stand up."

David and the nurse both helped her off the bed, and she was a bit shaky, but was able to stand without support.

"Oh, god, thank you!" she said, hugging David.  "You have no idea how scary it was not being able to move!"

David patted her on the back and hugged back until she finally let go of him.

"Do I need to be here now?"

"Nope."

"Then let's get the hell out of here."

"Nurse..."

"You were never here, I know."

"Thank you."

When David and Willisa walked out of the treatment room, the doctor was stunned.  "They said you couldn't walk!" he shouted.

"I fixed that," David replied.

"Impossible," the doctor spat.

"For you, yes.  That's why I didn't want you touching her," David replied, staring down the doctor.  "Don't assume you have all the answers just because you spent ten years in school.  Some things, you weren't even taught exist.  And that's all you need to know, Doctor.  Thanks for your help, Officer."

The cop nodded, and David and Willisa left the ER.

"C'mon.  I'll drive you back to your car."

"Thanks.  What about that scum-sucking magician?  I want to sue his ass."

"He's in the truck.  He's been arrested."

"For assault?  Will I have to testify?  I want to help nail that fucker."

"Yes, you will need to testify, but the crime is negligent use of magic."

"Negligent use of magic?  That's a law?"

"Only where we come from.  We'll tell you about it on the way," David said as he opened the back door to let her in.  "Feel free to elbow him in the ribs a couple times," David said.

"Hey!" 'Mancini' hollered.

"Shut up, asswipe, or I'll just call all your victims together and let them have at you."

"They're only technos," he sniffed.

"You're only an incompetent wizard," David replied, just as derisively.  "At least they're good at what they do.  Now shut up while I'm driving."



"Good afternoon, Professor," David said as Prof. Rutherford sat down next to him on the bench.

"Hello, David.  Why did you want to have your evaluation meeting out here?"

"The last time we spoke, you asked me to go large.  Hard to demonstrate that indoors.  Or at least, not exactly safe."

Prof. Rutherford smiled.  "That's true.  So, show me what you've achieved."

David stood up and took a few steps, then raised his one hand, palm facing outward.  He closed his eyes for a second, then exhaled sharply.

Wind rushed in from all directions, centered on him.  The air began to swirl, forming a tighter and tighter circle, and rising as it grew closer to him.  As the speed of the wind rose, it began to collect dirt and grit, making itself a visible tube of air, soaring into the sky.  It reached over a hundred feet up before it started to dissipate, widening and tossing the dirt free, forming a familiar funnel shape.

"Very impressive!" Prof. Rutherford called out.  She had to shout to be heard over the roar of the wind.

David was just about to collapse his dust devil when, out of the corner of his eye, he saw a student being harassed by two others.  He immediately swiveled toward them, and brought his other hand up, even with the first.  He pushed outward, and the swirling air suddenly plummeted to the ground and rushed forward, slamming into the two attackers and tumbling them fifty feet along the ground before he finally let loose the wind, which disappeared as quickly as it had arrived.

"Nice transition, but I think you may have seriously injured them."

"That was my intent," David replied darkly.  He then pulled out his mirror and called the infirmary.  "Annie?  You have a couple things to collect on the terrace level, over by Hughes Hall.  No rush, they're not going anywhere."

As David put away his mirror, he told Prof. Rutherford, "They have to know by now how annoyed such behavior makes me.  To do it right in front of me speaks of either a complete lack of respect, or no brains at all.  In either case, they don't belong here."

Prof. Rutherford tilted her head in semi-agreement.  She then asked, "So, that was your strongest?"

"Yeah.  I managed something slightly larger than that once, but it felt like my brains were going to fly out my nose.  As I've already done that once this year, I didn't want to do it again."

Prof. Rutherford chuckled at David's joke, then said, "Well, it was very impressive, in any case.  Did you have time to work on fine control?"

"Yeah.  Let's take a seat."

The two returned to the bench, and David conjured a small, lightweight doll from his Conjuring Room.  The doll looked like a cat, and was made from balsa wood for the paws, head, and end of the tail, and string for the rest of the body.

"What are you going to do with that?" Prof. Rutherford asked.

"Make it dance," he replied.  He blew outward gently, and a soft wind came up.  It was just strong enough to lift the little doll into the air, but it was still pretty formless, since the string body gave it no structure whatsoever.

David concentrated, and the cat finally took shape, the air moving the body parts into their proper places.  The tail twitched back and forth in the breeze.

"Ready?" David asked the professor.

"For what?"

David pulled out another music cube and tapped it.  As it began to play a soft tune, the cat's wooden feet began to bob up and down in time with the music.  The cat's head bounced back and forth, and the tail twitched.  Each part was moving completely independent of the others, some moving up, others moving down or side to side.  He kept up his concentration, making the cat doll do a bright little jig to the music.

As the song wound up, David moved the cat into a "standing" posture, and had it do a typical cartoon-style ending to its dance number, its one forepaw stretched forward and down, it's other stretched backward and up.  Its tail continued to twitch in the wind.

"That... was... ingenious," Prof. Rutherford said finally.  "How do you think these things up?"

David shrugged as he let the little doll collapse into his hand.  "Couldn't think of any other way to experiment with control, other than making very small columns of air, and moving them individually.  This let me see what I was doing."

"Well, I must say, it was absolutely marvelous.  Strong elemander or not, you are certainly one of the most creative elemanders I've ever met.  You put your skills to uses that most people just don't think of."

"That's because they're busy doing the useful stuff," David said with a grin.

Prof. Rutherford snorted.  "This sort of thing can be useful, trust me.  That kind of fine control of small columns of air... I'm sure you'll find uses for that."

"Could be.  So, do I pass?"

Prof. Rutherford grinned.  "As if there was any question of that.  Not that it matters though, does it?  Do you plan to pursue elemandy further?"

David frowned.  "Do you see anywhere that I can make significant progress with it?"

"Truthfully, no.  Not without a lot of practice.  The amount of time you'd need to put in to improve your skills would probably prevent you from working on anything else."

"I kind of had that same feeling," David agreed.  "So... what?  I guess my directed study is over?"

"Yes."

"Do I get a diploma?" he asked with a grin.

Prof. Rutherford smiled.  "No.  You get the knowledge of knowing you're damned good at it."

"Oh, yeah?  When did that happen?" he asked.

"David, you are a good elemander.  You're not a particularly strong elemander, but what you lack in strength, you make up for in control and creativity.  You find ways to do what you need to do even when you can't just power through it as others would.  In many ways, that makes you a better elemander.  In a sense, you know more about elemandy than others do, because you have to work more closely with your elements."

"Maybe, but others will find their skills more useful in everyday situations."

"Perhaps, perhaps not," Prof. Rutherford said.  "In any case, I'm proud of what you've accomplished."

"Thank you, Professor," David said seriously.  "And thank you for all your help and instruction.  If it hadn't been for your encouragement, I'd have given up after the first semester."

"And what a loss that would have been," she replied.

"Anyway, thanks," David repeated.  He held out his hand, and Prof. Rutherford shook it.  "I've got to go do some paperwork now," he said.  "Say hi to Lyssa for me."

"Will do.  Have a good day, David."

David walked back toward his office, feeling slightly saddened.  He'd spent a lot of time with Prof. Rutherford and with Elemandy, and it felt as though he was giving that up.  Even though he would still use his elemandy, and even though he could still see the professor whenever he wanted to, it still felt like an ending.

Nothing to be done about it.  I'm probably going to have this feeling a lot over the course of the next... million years...



David was expecting the knock on the door, so he quickly went to open it.  He wasn't expecting the people on the other side, however.

"Prof. Dartson!" David exclaimed.  "What are you doing here?"

"Prof. Zoroaster has been called to Senesty for consultation," Prof. Dartson said, entering David's dorm room.  "He asked me to handle your evaluation.  You of course remember Mr. Thornton?"

David had been trying to remember the man's name since he'd opened the door.  "Oh, yes.  From the Ministry of Defense."

The man shook his hand as he entered the dorm room. David shut the door as the two men looked around.

"An interesting paint color," Mr. Thornton said.  The room was currently bathed in a shade of green that was hardly healthy.

"It's not paint," David said.  "It's a mood room."

"Excuse me?" Prof. Dartson asked.

"It's a room that does what a mood cube does.  It shows your emotional state."

"And you are... feeling ill?" Mr. Thornton asked.

"The color indicates confusion," Prof. Dartson corrected.  "And that would be understandable, given that he wasn't expecting us.  But I have to wonder why you'd want your room to mimic your emotional state."

"It's a middle step," David replied.  "What I want to do is actually get it to color itself so as to improve or enhance the mood I'm in.  For instance, what I'd like for it to do right now is to show a more relaxing color, like a shade of blue.  If I were depressed, I'd like it to show bright colors, and like that.  I haven't yet had a chance to figure out the appropriate colors for each emotional state.

"Seems a simple enough task..." Mr. Thornton objected.

"I've been a bit busy getting shot," David replied deadpan.

"Yes," Mr. Thornton agreed uneasily.  "There is that."

"Was this all you were able to work on?" Prof. Dartson asked.

"No.  I also developed something that I'd discussed with Prof. Zoroaster.  It's a seeing device that is... probably going to be illegal."

"Why?" Prof. Dartson asked.

"Because it's a major invasion of people's privacy.  The device allows me to watch someone virtually at all times.  So long as they are in the presence of a shiny object of any type, I can watch them."

"You can do that with any mirror," Mr. Thornton said.

"No, you can't," Prof. Dartson corrected.  "Mirror connections can only be made one at a time, and the receiving party must 'accept' them.  You're saying this will automatically move from object to object?"

"Yes.  And if there are several shiny objects near the subject, I can switch between them, to get the view I want."

"I'd like to see this device," Prof. Dartson said.

David went to a locked drawer of his desk and retrieved the seeing crystal.

"Awaken," David said to the crystal.  Immediately, an image appeared.

"Who is she?" Prof. Dartson asked.

"My girlfriend," David replied.  "She's aware that I'm tracking her."

"You mean, she knows you're watching right now?" Mr. Thornton asked.

"No.  I mean she knows I could be watching at any time.  If I hadn't gotten her permission, this would already be illegal."

"So how could this ever be used legally?" Prof. Dartson asked.

"I developed it as a possible tool for the Rimohrs to use.  For that purpose, a King's Order could be granted."

Prof. Dartson nodded.  "Yes, it could.  Show me how you can switch views.  I see a couple shiny objects here in this image."

David merely swiped his finger across the lens, and it switched to a different image of Olissa, who was in her own room, working on her homework.

"And she isn't made aware of when you're watching?" Mr. Thornton said.

"That would have defeated the purpose," David replied.

"Can the use of this be blocked?" he asked.

"Standard impedivating will prevent this from working."

"So we couldn't use it to track, say, Alpha Hurovlad."

"No.  For two reasons.  First, as we know, he has master impediveurs blocking us, and two, in order for this device to work, you have to 'activate' it in the presence of your target.  So you'd have to activate this in the Alpha's presence, and since I don't think he's seeing any Callamandians these days..."

"Except the diplomatic envoy, no."

"There you go."

"Well," Prof. Dartson said.  "This is impressive.  I would say that you are coming along rather well with your directed study.  Do you intend to continue on with this subject next year?"

"Yes, sir, if I'm allowed.  It'll be the only subject I've got left."

"Certainly you'll be allowed.  You are excellent at divination.  Which is why Mr. Thornton is here again."

"You want another seeing?  After the demand for land, the assassination attempt on the king, and that little raid in the north last week, I would think it'd be pretty clear what's coming..."

"Yes, but how bad is it going to get?" Mr. Thornton asked.

"Bad enough," David replied.

"What have you seen, regarding the school?" Mr. Thornton pressed.

David told him.

"Do you see a way of avoiding it?"

"Not since I don't know what causes it."

"This is most distressing.  You were wise to request the gargoyles."

"But will they be good enough?" David asked.

"By themselves?  Probably not.  There aren't enough of them.  But they're a start."

"Right."

"In any case," Prof. Dartson said, "we'll let you get back to what you were doing.  You have certainly shown more than adequate progress in your directed study, and I will let the registrar know that.  Good work, David."

Prof. Dartson and Mr. Thornton shook his hand, and then both of them left.

David frowned as he closed the door.

If the gargoyles are only a start, what do we follow them up with?



"Morning, David," Flo said, trying to sound cheerful, but it was obvious she was a bit nervous.

"Hey, Flo," David said, giving her a warm hug and a kiss.  "Are you ready for this?"

"Sure," she said, completely failing to sound convincing.  "You?"

"Hell if I know," David replied.  "I've been so damned distracted lately, I'm not even sure if I'm sure what's on the test."

"I've been studying like crazy, but I'm still not sure if I know it or not," Flo said.  "How about you?" she asked Olissa, who had shown up with David.

Olissa shrugged.  "I studied... but I honestly don't care if I pass the test or not, so I'm not worried."

"Must be nice," Flo grumped.  Olissa smiled slightly, and David gave Flo another hug.

Because all the government administration classes were part of the History department, and thus taught at the castle, the test itself was held in the Great Hall of the castle.  The three made their way up the castle steps, and then into the Great Hall.  They checked in, and were assigned a specific seat.  None of them were near each other, so David gave each of them a kiss for luck, and headed off to his particular spot.

Once everyone was in the room, an official got up and stood up on the dais.

"All right.  Everyone's here, so there's no point in waiting further.  The exam you are about to take is your Government Administrator's License, Level 1.  If you pass this examination, you will be eligible for clerical, scribal, and other office management positions within the government.  Possession of your A1 license is required to become an elected official.  Also, as should be obvious, you cannot test for your Government Administrator Level 2, or A2, license, without possessing an A1 license.

"The test covers Callamandian civics, as well as theory of government operations, along with some specifics about practical government operations.  The exam is graded in such a way that a blank answer is not as damaging as a wrong answer, so if you are unsure of an answer, do not guess.  For those of you who simply loathe leaving questions blank, writing in the phrase, 'I don't know,' is equivalent to not answering.

"There are two hundred questions on the test.  You have three hours to complete it.  Your time begins now."

David flipped over the test on his desk and set to work.  As usual, he went through the test answering the easier questions first.  Once he'd done that, which took him an hour, he started back through to work on those he was unsure of.  By the time he'd finished his second pass at the test, another hour was gone.

There were only three questions left on the test, and David was racking his brain trying to work out the details.  After another twenty minutes, he decided he had the best answers he could come up with, and so he got up and turned in his test.  The clerk who took his test nodded to him, and motioned him out of the hall.

As David stepped out into the sun, Jailla swooped down and landed on his shoulder.  He had been enjoying the sunny day while David had been inside.

"So, how did you do?" Jailla asked.

"I don't know.  I guess I passed.  Probably."

"That's much less confident than you usually are about exams."

David shrugged gently.  "I just didn't have the time I needed to make sure I knew all the material."

"Yes, you've been quite distracted these past few months.  Are you sure that you wish to continue with so many tasks?"

"Frankly?  No.  I've been considering making some changes to things."

"That might not be a bad idea," Jailla said.

David didn't say anything in response.



"Hey, David... you seem a bit down," Vivian said.

David shrugged.  "Just feeling a bit drained, I guess.  I had my A1 test yesterday."

"How'd you do?" she asked.

"Passed, but not by a whole lot.  I got a 73."

"73 is 'not a whole lot?'" Joe asked.

"The cutoff for that test is 70."

"Oh.  Is it really that hard?"

"I didn't have much time to study," David replied in half-explanation.  "Anyway, you said you had a case that I absolutely had to work on?"

"Yes.  In fact, you're the only one who can work on it."

"Oh?  Why?"

"It's an unwanted haunting," Joe said, handing David the folder.

David looked through it quickly, as it was only a single sheet of paper containing the complaint.

"Guys, I've never actually evicted a ghost before.  Sure, I was taught how, but I've never done it."

"Hopefully you won't have to go that far," Joe said.  "But we need to be able to back up the discussion with that ability.  Normally, we would hire out a demighost to accompany us on such a case.  Since we've got you, we don't have to."

"Do I get the extra pay?" David asked, knowing the answer.

"Hell, no!" Joe said.  "Didn't they tell you that 'intern' actually means 'slave'?"

"I had a feeling..." David mused.  The three of them chuckled about it.

"Well, the sun should be down in another hour.  Might as well go and talk with the complainant," David said.

"Right.  Take us twenty minutes to get there, anyway."

The home they were going to was only a few miles outside town, and the ride there was uneventful.  David stepped down out of the coach and paused, closing his eyes for a moment.

"What's up?" Vivian asked quietly.

"Lots of ghosts here," David said.  "The report said there was a problem with a ghost, not a couple dozen..."

Joe shrugged.  "Maybe she didn't want to freak everyone out."

"Maybe," David allowed.

"Anyway, c'mon," Joe said, leading the way up to the front door.  He knocked, and they had only a brief moment to wait before it was opened.

"Yes?" the lady asked.

"You are Mrs. Dickens?" Joe asked.

"Yes.  Charlotte Dickens.  But it's Ms. Dickens now."

"Ms. Dickens, this is David Stroud, our haunting specialist."

David shook the woman's hand.  "How do you do?" he asked.

"Fine, thank you.  Would you like to come in?"

"First, I'd like to clarify something.  Your complaint said that you had an unwanted haunting of one ghost.  Yet it's clear to me that there are at least ten ghosts here right now."

"Yes, and that's the problem."

"Ma'am?"

"If it was just the one ghost, I could put up a ghost prevention device and make him go away.  But, you see, I have a lot of ghost friends that visit all the time, and I don't want to harm them or prevent them from coming here."

"Ah, okay, that makes things clearer.  And the intruder, does he come into the house proper?"

"Won't leave it," she confirmed.

"We'd best step inside, then," David said.

The woman ushered the three of them into the living room, and offered them seats.  They declined drinks when she suggested them.

"So, who exactly is this ghost?  Is he some relation of yours?"

"My ex-husband," she said sourly.

"I note you say ex husband, and not late husband..." David pointed out.

"We were divorced two years before he committed suicide.  He claims that, this way, he and I will always be together, and there's nothing I can do about it."

"Yikes," David said.  To Vivian, he said, "Some guys are real control freaks."

Vivian smirked and nodded.

To Ms. Dickens, David asked, "What have you tried in order to get rid of him?"

"Pleading, yelling... what else can I try?  I don't have any way to hurt him without hurting the others."

David nodded.  "His name?"

"Huffam Dickens."

David tried, and failed, not to snort in derision.  Once he had control of himself, he asked, "Is there a particular room he prefers to haunt?"

"The bedroom, of course.  I haven't had a successful date in six months."

David nodded.  "If you'll all just wait here, then."

David walked back to the bedroom portion of the house.  It was easy to tell which was hers, thanks to the very feminine decor, as opposed to the neutral decorations in the other bedroom.

Standing in the middle of the room, David looked up and said, "Huffam Dickens, my name is David Stroud.  I am a Rimohr, and I am here to discuss with you your unwanted presence in this abode.  I respectfully request that you show yourself so that we can discuss the matter reasonably."

David stood, waiting, for a few minutes, with no reaction whatsoever.  He'd already checked, and knew there were, in fact, two ghosts present.

"Would any ghosts who are not Huffam Dickens please exit the bedroom area for a little while, so that I may discuss this matter privately with Mr. Dickens?"

David sensed that one of the entities left, leaving only one ghost present.

"Mr. Dickens, you can either come out of your own free will, or I will be forced to draw you out.  Please be aware that I am a demighost, and, though I do not wish to assault you in this manner, it is part of my job, and I will do it if I need to."

Several more long moments passed, with no result.  David knew that the ghost was still present.

"Very well, Mr. Dickens."

David pulled out his wand and began to cast an enchantment.  The tip of his wand drew a unicursal hexagram in the air as he spoke the spell.  Once the spell was complete, a red hexagram appeared on the floor.

"Huffam Dickens, departed spirit, you are commanded to appear!" David snapped.

Suddenly, a ghost appeared in the middle of the hexagram.  Instantly, a red circle surrounded the hexagram on the floor, and a faint crimson field filled the area, keeping the ghost in place.

"What do you want?" Dickens demanded.

"I wanted to speak with you calmly.  You chose to not make that possible," David replied.  "Your presence in this home is unwanted."

"So what?" Dickens sneered.

"So you will leave this home."

"Or what?"

"Or I will banish you from the area permanently."

"That's not possible."

"I told you, I'm a demighost.  It is possible.  I don't wish to do so, as it is unpleasant for both of us.  However, if you will not vacate this home of your own free will, I will have no choice."

"You haven't got the balls," Dickens said.  "The uproar from the other ghosts would be so bad, no one would be able to live here."

"Since such banishment wouldn't affect the other ghosts, I highly doubt that they would care that much.  You'll note that there's no one here defending your right to be here."

"You ran them off!"

"I asked them to leave.  If they were so all-consumed with worry over what was going to happen to you, why didn't they stay?"

"You won't do it.  You can't do it," Dickens tried.

"I will ask you one last time.  Will you leave these premises of your own free will?"

"Fuck off," Dickens replied.

David pulled his wand again.

"Transiflumina!" David shouted, pointing his wand directly at Dickens.  A blast of silver light shot out of his wand and encircled the ghost, holding him in place.  Dickens tried to free himself, and David had to struggle to keep his concentration.  If Dickens was able to break free of this, it was unlikely David would ever be able to catch him in the trap again.

The two struggled back and forth, David slowly tightening his grip on Dickens.  Finally, when Dickens' struggles were reduced to mere wriggling, David enacted the final part of the spell.

"Tuin dabox, redita go.  Weebe fastan daybie slo!"

With a scream of pain and a brilliant flash of light, Dickens vanished.  David sensed the area, and didn't find his energy nearby.  He wasn't sure just how far away the spell would send him, but he knew that he would be barred from coming within a thousand feet of the bedroom.

David dispelled all the magical energy from the room, and then went back out to the living room.

"All gone," David said simply.

"Did he go willingly?" Joe asked.

"Are you kidding?"

"He wouldn't have ever left willingly," Ms. Dickens said.  "You didn't get hurt, did you?" she asked.  "You look troubled."

"Thank you for asking, but no, I'm fine.  Just a little winded.  The spell I had to use draws down on my energy quite a bit."

"Oh.  I'm sorry you had to stress yourself.  You won't have to do this often, will you?  How long will he remain gone?" she wanted to know.

"He is permanently banned from this house," David explained.  "If you move, and he knows where you've gone, he could follow you there, but he will never be able to set foot in this neighborhood again."

"And none of my other friends is affected by this?"

Suddenly, another ghost faded into being.  "We're fine, dear."

Ms. Dickens heaved a sigh of relief.  "Good.  I didn't want to lose you all."

"The demighost knows what he's about," another ghost said as he appeared next to David, causing him to jump.

"Demighost?" Ms. Dickens asked.

"That would be me," David replied.  "Only a demighost can do what I just did."

"Thank you for at least giving him a chance to leave on his own," the first ghost said to David.  "Even though it was futile in this case, many demighosts never offer the chance."

"Having to banish him was quite unpleasant.  I can't imagine why anyone would want to do it if they didn't have to," David told the ghost.

"Some people like power trips, David," Joe reminded him.

"Too true.  In any case, he won't be back, so you should be able to enjoy your company in peace."

"Thank you very much."  Ms. Dickens shook their hands and accompanied them to the door.

As they were riding back to town, David said, "I hope I don't have to do that again."

"That bad?"

"When you're done, they kind of pop out of existence.  You haven't, but it really feels an awful lot like you just killed somebody."

Vivian nodded in sympathy.  The rest of the ride home was quiet.



 "...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!"

David applauded with everyone else.  He smirked when he realized that Dean Lengel used the same speech for each class of graduates.  He had come to watch Anne get her citizenship, but he was sitting alone.  Gwen was sitting with her mother, and David knew that was not someplace he could be.

As everyone started to file out, David followed behind the Hasterscants without making his presence known.  He kept his distance as they stopped at a group of benches to wait for Anne.  It didn't take long before she joined them.  At that point, David walked over to the family.

"David!  Hey!" Anne said, and gave him a strong hug.  He hugged back, then let go.

"Congratulations.  I knew you could do it."

"Thanks."

"I don't want to interrupt your celebration, so I'll make this brief.  I need you to come to my office at five o'clock tonight.  You, too, Gwen.  And if you could get Jess to come with you, it'd be good."

"What's this about?" Anne asked.

"You'll see.  It's important."

"Okay, I'll be there."

"Me, too," Gwen said.

David nodded to both of them, turned and said, "Mr. Hasterscant," then left.  He didn't even acknowledge Denise, except for one very cold look as his eyes passed over her to her husband.  Nothing more needed to be said than what had been shouted the previous year.



"Hey, you guys," David said as the three appeared in his office doorway.  "Come on in.  Sheila, could you see that we're not interrupted for a little while?"

"Of course," Sheila said, and closed the door.

"Hi, Bonnie," Gwen said, recognizing the woman sitting beside David's desk.  "What're you doing here?"

"We'll get to why she's here in a minute," David said.  He went over and gave Anne a big hug.  She hugged him back, and then she leaned back and kissed him.  He gladly kissed her in return.  For a long moment, they stayed that way.

"I missed that," she said quietly when they separated.

"Mm.  Me, too," David replied.  He stepped back from her a little.  "I wanted to let you know how proud I am of you.  I asked your testers about your exam.  You did damned well."

"That's supposed to be private," Jess objected.

"I'm a school official," David replied simply.  Turning back to Anne, he said, "And I wanted to give you your citizenship present."

"Hey, I didn't get a citizenship present..." Gwen objected lightly.

"You didn't want to go out with me after the first time," David replied.  Gwen blushed purple, and Jess laughed at her.

David retrieved an envelope on his desk, then turned and leaned against the desk.  "Have you figured out what you want to do yet?"

"Not really.  I've gotten a job as a bank clerk down in Cormatsen.  That's it for now."

David nodded.  "Well, then this should help you get a nice place to live."  He handed her the envelope.  She opened it, to find inside a transfer note worth thirty thousand granas.

"Holy shit, David... I can't take this.  I dumped you, for crying out loud!"

Gwen chuckled at that, and David grinned.

"Maybe, but you gave me five months of happiness.  They're worth at least that much.  Besides, you mean at least three times as much to me as Ellie did."

Anne blushed at that.

"Anyway, I just wanted to help you get a good start.  Use it for whatever you need it for... or just put it in the bank and save it for a rainy day.  Or go buy, what, like a hundred pairs of new shoes?"

The girls all laughed at that.

"Thank you," she said, and kissed him again.

After they broke their kiss, David smiled at her, then turned more serious.  He moved behind his desk, and then motioned everyone to sit down.

"Now, a little birdy tells me that you passed your entrepreneurial exam," David said to Gwen.

"Yeah.  Now I can work on getting a business going to sell my crystal batteries... and the AC adapter thing.  I need a name for that."

"Have you picked out a store location yet?"

"Hah!  We have to find a way to get the money, first.  This is going to cost a lot to get started, and we're more or less broke."

"And now you know why Bonnie is here."

"Huh?" Gwen asked, confused.

"I work for the Bank of Callamandia, in the Contracts Division."

Gwen still stared back, a blank look of confusion on her face.

David said, "What you need is an investor.  Someone with money, and faith in what you're doing.  That would be... me."

"What?" Gwen asked.

"It's simple.  I'm willing to put up the money to get your business started, in return for a share of the profits.  I will put up two hundred thousand granas in exchange for a twenty-five percent ownership of the business."

"Are you crazy?" Jess asked, floored.  "What if it fails?  What if we go bust?  What if you lose your entire two hundred thousand granas?"

David stared at her, to make sure she was fully paying attention.  He said, "I wouldn't even notice."  He leaned back and said, "If I thought you were going to fail, I'd have tried to talk Gwen into doing something else.  But she's smart, she's creative, and she's determined.  I'd just give you the money, but I don't think you two would take it outright.  I'd make it a loan, but then you'd feel obligated to pay it back, even if something did go wrong.  This way, if things tank, that's on my head.  I made the choice to back you.  If I'm wrong... whoops."

"So... I still don't get why Bonnie's here," Gwen said.

"Someone's got to write the contract," David said.  "Besides, I hadn't seen her in a while, and I missed her."

Bonnie blushed at that.

"So.  Let's work out the details," he said.

For the next hour, they hammered out all of the items that needed to be in the contract, with Bonnie's guidance as to the necessary sections and such.  When they were done, a new account had been opened at the bank for a company called Gwen's Gadgets, Gizmos and Gewgaws.

"I don't know how to thank you, David," Gwen said for the tenth time as they were leaving his office.

"Don't work too hard.  Make sure to have some fun, and remember to put your family," he said, motioning to Jess, "first."

"You got it," Gwen said, and gave him a kiss.

As the three ladies left the security office, Tanya looked at him.  "They look awfully happy."

"I can be pleasant when I'm not arresting people..." David said with a grin.  Tanya smiled.  "Speaking of which, I'd like to have a talk with you, outside the office."

"A personal matter, or business?" Tanya asked curiously.

"Kind of both.  Let's just say I'd like us to talk in a setting that doesn't make either of us think we're on duty."

"Okay..."

"How about dinner tomorrow night?  We can go down to town and have a quiet meal and some conversation."

"This is a very strange pick-up line, Chief..."

David grinned.  "This is not a pick-up line."

"Okay... but with both of us off-duty, who'll run the shop?"

"Sheila can do it."

"What?" Sheila asked, panicked.

"What?  There's nobody left on campus.  Anyway, Tom can do it."

"Right," Tanya said in agreement.

"Great.  I've got to get going.  I'll see you tomorrow."



"Good evening, my name is Naomi, and I'll be taking care of you this evening.  The special this evening is fresh lobster.  The soup of the day is Chascan Onion.  Do you know what you'd like to drink?"

"I'll have a white wine," Tanya replied.

"Honey mead, please," David said.

The server nodded, handed them their menus, and departed to get their drinks.

"This is a nice place," Tanya said.  "I've never been in here before."

"This is about as upscale as it gets, for Gorumshead," David replied.  They were in the Churchill Hotel's restaurant.  It would not have impressed the social elite of New York, but it was by far the fanciest restaurant in the area.

The two made chit-chat until their meals were served.  After that, for a while, there wasn't much talking at all, while they both started in on their dinner.

Finally, David said, "So, I wanted to get a sense of how you've felt about your job."

"What do you mean?"

"Have you enjoyed it?"

"Most of the time.  It's interesting work."

"Which parts didn't you like?"

"Well, no offense, but covering for you when you were away kind of screwed with my days off."

David nodded.  "Sorry about that."

Tanya shrugged.

"Do you see yourself continuing in the job?"

"I hadn't planned on leaving, if that's what you mean," she replied.

"Well, but do you think you'll be with the academy long-term?"

"I'd say so.  It's a good mix.  We deal with a lot of problems, but they're mostly minor issues, so not too much danger.  The investigations that have cropped up have been quite interesting to work on, from strictly an intellectual standpoint.  I mean, I didn't want Rose to be raped, but the case was a challenge, which I enjoyed."

"Right.  I know what you mean.  Sitting in the office filling out paperwork is dull."

"You know it."

"Do you have any complaints?  Other than my absences, I mean."

"Some of the professors treat us like peons rather than people.  Also, there are a couple members of the squad that aren't pulling their weight."

"Why haven't you mentioned that before?"

"I've been giving them a chance to improve."

David nodded.

"As to the faculty, I'm afraid you'll never get over the arrogance of some of them.  They've had eight years of schooling, they're master wizards, and they think they know everything."

Tanya nodded this time.  "Thankfully, it's only a few of them."

"Yeah, most of the faculty are good people."

"So... not to be too blunt, but what is this all about?"

David took several bites of his food before he answered her.

"Mainly, it's about my absences, and the problems they have caused."

"It's not something I can't deal with," Tanya assured him.

"I'm sure.  But you shouldn't have to deal with them.  The Chief of Security should be putting Woodward Academy as their first priority.  I haven't really been doing that, because I can't.  I told Dean Lengel this when she asked me to take the job, but she thought the situation would work out.

"Well, it hasn't worked out.  I don't think the school has been well served by its current chief."

"You've done a great job, David.  Sure, there were a few times when you weren't available, but the rest of the team is fully capable of stepping up in your place when necessary."

"I've done an acceptable job, when I was here.  But the job could have been done better, and that's the point."

"I'm not sure what you're getting at."

"Tanya, I want you to take over as Chief of Security."

"Um... then what would you do?"

"Resign.  My Rimohr duties, which are only likely to grow in the coming year, simply don't permit me to properly fulfill the duties of the job.  The school needs a security chief who can be, and is, devoted to Woodward's safety above all else.  I can't do that, because I have made a commitment to protecting a wider jurisdiction."

"But... you think I'm ready to be Chief of Security?"

"Shit, Tanya, you were ready to be security chief the day I hired you.  When have I ever had to help you with an investigation?"

"You found out about that glamour thing with Rose..." she pointed out.

"But that wasn't something I already knew about, it was just something I learned in the course of the case.  You could have done that just as easily.  No, you have all the qualifications for the job.  This year has given you what little experience you needed to get ready to act as chief.  You've handled the leadership position well, you've got organization down cold... You'd probably do the job better than I do."

"I highly doubt that," she said.

David shrugged.  "Point is, I plan on resigning.  I would like for you to take my place.  That way, when I tell Dean Lengel, she won't fight me on it."

"Would I have my own deputy chief?"

"Once you hired one."

"Would I get a raise?"

"Probably.  I don't let the school pay me, so I'm not sure if I would be making more than you do or not."

"You're doing your job for free?"

"I get paid by the Rimohrs.  I saw no reason to get paid twice."

Tanya nodded.  "I have to admit, I looked forward to the day when I might get promoted... but I never expected it to be this fast.  I figured you'd be security chief for five or ten years."

"That was never in the cards.  Once I finish school, I have a commitment to the Rimohrs.  That means, at most, I'd have been in the job for two more years.  While I'm sure you'll get better at things over the next two years, there's no reason for you to wait; you're qualified now."

"Well, thank you for the vote of confidence.  I accept the promotion."

"Good.  And good luck.  Hopefully you won't need it."

Tanya chuckled.

There was another long pause while David finished off his dinner.  Finally, he said, "Now that I'm not your boss anymore, there's something else I want to ask you about, of a more personal nature."

"Okay," Tanya said, setting down her fork and looking across at him.

David took a couple deep breaths, mainly as a delaying tactic.  "This is a bit uncomfortable for me, since we've never really gotten very personal between us."

Tanya merely waited.

Finally, David said, "Okay, I'm not going to beat around the bush.  I'm looking for a bisexual woman who would be interested in helping me introduce my partner to girl-girl sex."

Tanya's eyebrows went way up at that.  "And... you'd like it to be me?"

"If you're interested.  If you're not, then perhaps you could help me meet someone who would be.  You're the only woman I know that I know is bisexual."

"So you're not really interested in me, as such," Tanya said.

David tilted his head down, pressed the tips of his fingers to his forehead, and grimaced.  Finally, he straightened back up.

"See, this is why this is uncomfortable.  I knew I would give the wrong impression.  You are very attractive.  I like you.  I wouldn't mind, for instance, seeing you naked in the shower.  But I have no expectation that you have any interest in me, so I didn't want to seem too aggressive."

"Are you looking for a long-term partner, or a one-night encounter?"

"The answer to that honestly depends on how my partner reacts."

"Which of your partners are we talking about?  I've seen you with several women, including a couple professors."

David grinned in embarrassment.  "Olissa.  She's the black girl I'm with a lot."

Tanya nodded.  "I've seen her.  She's cute.  Not my normal type, but I wouldn't kick her out of bed, if you know what I mean."

David smirked.

"If I say no, you still going to promote me?" Tanya asked with an evil grin.

"The one has nothing to do with the other," David replied seriously.

Tanya nodded.  "I know, but you look a little ill.  I figured it would lighten your mood."

"I've never been comfortable approaching girls."

"Given the number of women you associate with, it seems like it would be easy by now."

"In almost every case, they approached me."

Tanya nodded.  "What are your kinks?"

David cocked his head for a minute, and considered.  "I'm not sure I actually have any."

"You like oral sex?"

"Love it."

"Giving, or just receiving?"

"Both."

"Anal?"

"Yes... giving only!"

Tanya chuckled.

"Bondage?"

David frowned.  "Olissa enjoys that.  I do it for her, but it's not really my thing."

"Discipline?"

"Again, at her insistence.  I guess I should explain.  Olissa is, by her own demand, my slave."

Tanya's eyebrows took another trip north.

"So she will do whatever you tell her to."

"Yes.  So, she will participate in a threesome.  I need to find out whether or not she will enjoy it."

"I see."

Tanya sat for a long moment, considering.  Finally, she said, "I know several women who would happily join you for a one-time encounter..."

"But?" David asked, sensing the hesitation.

"But I'm trying to decide if I want to keep you for myself."

David grinned at her.

"There is just one thing, though," Tanya said.

"What's that?"

"I will only ever have one new partner at a time.  So I would need to sleep with one or the other of you alone before joining both of you."

"As I said, as far as I know, she's never had girl-girl sex."

"Right."

"So..."

"So we should go upstairs and see if you actually like seeing me naked in the shower."

David raised his hand to ask for the check.



"David, Tanya, what can I do for you two?" Dean Lengel asked.

David merely handed his security badge to her.

"What's going on?"

"I'm resigning, ma'am, effective immediately."

"What?  Why?"

"Over the course of the last ten months, it has become abundantly clear to me that I am unable to perform all of the tasks that I have committed to, and do them as well as they should be done.  All of them have suffered to some extent, and that's not something I can tolerate.

"Apart from various other things, like guild activities and potions work, I have two responsibilities that directly clash.  I am Chief of Security, and I am a Rimohr Intern.  I have discovered that it is simply not possible to do both of these jobs at the same time, and do them both well."

"I've had no complaints from anyone about how you're doing your job," Dean Lengel objected.

"That's not the point.  I know the job could be done better, but not when the security chief has all this other stuff to do.  Since I have made a long-term commitment to the Rimohrs, I have to give them priority in this.  As such, it is necessary for me to step away from my security job."

"Could you stay on at least long enough for us to find a replacement?"

"I've already done that for you.  Tanya has agreed to step into the position.  She is more than qualified, she is already familiar with the school and its problems, she knows and is trusted by the team, and I have complete faith in her abilities."

Dean Lengel sat back in her chair.  "I can't talk you out of this?"

"No, ma'am.  Apart from doing what's right for the school, this is what is right for me.  I have too many things going on, pulling me in too many directions.  I've been trying all year to finish up my petition for advancement in the Royal Potions Guild, but I've barely had the time to fulfill my duties to the vampires in making potions for them.  My directed study work has been heavily slowed by the fact that I've got so much else going on... in general, neither the school nor I am being served well by the current system."

Dean Lengel sighed.  "Very well.  I accept your resignation.  Tanya... your position will have to be approved by the trustees, but I don't anticipate a problem there.  Until then, you'll be Acting Chief of Security."

"Yes, ma'am," Tanya said, accepting David's old badge from her.

"If you'll excuse us," Dean Lengel said to Tanya.

"Of course."  She turned to David and said, "See you this weekend."

David nodded, then waited while Tanya left.

"I'm sorry that things turned out so rough for you this year," Dean Lengel said.

David shrugged.  "Neither of us realized how bad it was going to get.  Of course, spending a few weeks in the infirmary didn't help matters."

"No, I'm sure they didn't.  We are left with the same problem that you brought to me last summer, now."

"What do you mean?"

"You're a Rimohr intern.  How do you now relate to the school?  I can't very well make you a security officer after you've been head of security.  It would undermine Tanya's authority, as everyone would listen to you instead of her."

David nodded.  "I'm not sure what to do about that, frankly.  I will have to ask the commission about it next week."

"The commission?"

"The Academy Commission.  I'm up for review."

"Oh.  Well, good luck."

David grunted.

"By the way, I know you feel like your classwork was slowed by your job, but I must say that the reports from your advisors don't indicate any problem with your advancement."

"I did enough to keep them happy.  How much more might I have done if I'd had the time?" was all David said in reply.

Dean Lengel nodded.  "Well, take a few days off.  I think you've earned it."

"Thanks.  Unfortunately, it's not up to me.  It's up to my supervisor, and since he doesn't like me much..."  David shrugged again.

"Maybe he'll forget to harass you for a couple days."

"That'd be nice," David said with a grin.  "Anyway, I'll let you get back to work.  I'll see you... well... uh... 'later.'"

Dean Lengel laughed.  "Right.  Have a good one."



"So, how did your first day in charge go?"

"Sheila started hitting on me now!" Tanya said with a laugh.  David laughed with her.  It was obvious that Sheila was the ultimate brown-noser.

Turning to Olissa, David said, "Sheila's the office manager in the security department."

"I remember," she told him quietly.

David nodded.

"Did you ever take her out?" Tanya asked.

"Sheila?  No.  She's not got much going for her except being pleasant and very friendly.

"She's got big boobs..." Tanya offered.

David put his arm around Olissa and said, "Does it look like I'm having trouble in that department?"

As Tanya laughed, David pulled Olissa toward him and kissed her.  She kissed back readily, even as his tongue invaded her mouth.  She almost forgot the other person was in the room.

That was, until the other person started to lick her earlobe.  Olissa broke their kiss in shock.

"Master..." Olissa started nervously.

"Let her do what she's doing," David said firmly.

Olissa nodded, her expression fretful, as David pulled her back to him and started to kiss her again.  He reached down and started to unbutton her blouse, and Tanya started to massage her shoulders while she took Olissa's earlobe between her lips and sucked on it.

In short order, Olissa's shirt was gone.  David reached back and unfastened her bra.  Tanya slid her hands across Olissa's shoulders, pushing the straps down her arms.  The bra quickly fell loose, exposing Olissa's breasts to them both.

Tanya let loose of Olissa's ear and looked over her shoulder.  She murmured, "Nice."  Tanya slipped her hands down off Olissa's arms and onto her tits, softly molding them as her tongue slithered across Olissa's ear again.

When Tanya began to tug on Olissa's nipples, Olissa broke free.  She jumped up from her place on the couch, and then turned to face David, her head bowed.

"Master... I can't continue to do this.  I want to obey you, but this is making me feel sick to my stomach.  I'm afraid if I go on, I might actually throw up on one of you."

David frowned, and stared for a long moment.  Finally, he said, "Very well.  Please go to your room.  Obviously I need to take care of the state we've left our guest in.  I will be in to talk with you later."

"Yes, Master," Olissa said, and fled the room.  Her assigned bedroom was one of the first floor servants' quarters, which David had fixed up very nicely for her.  She hadn't wanted to take up any of the guest quarters, in case David wanted to have many friends over again, as he had for his first Yuletide.

"Maybe I came on too strong?" Tanya wondered.

"No, I don't think so.  I just think she's purely heterosexual.  I shouldn't find that odd; after all, I am, too."

Tanya grinned.  "So.  I really am rather... 'excited' now..."

"I know," David said with his own grin.  "Let's go upstairs, though.  I have a feeling she feels bad enough without having to listen to us."

The two made their way to the lift, and kissed each other passionately for the entire trip to the third floor.  The two remained in the lift long after it reached their destination, and when they finally did leave it, there was a pile of clothes on the floor of the lift.

Tanya led David quickly into his bedroom.

"Very nice," she said, then turned to face him.  They were immediately kissing again, David's hard cock pressing against her abdomen, her ample tits pressing into his chest.  For a long time, they stood there, kissing and letting their passions rise as high as they could.

When they finally separated, Tanya looked over her shoulder, then back at David.  "Can we have sex on the deck?"

"Absolutely," David replied eagerly.  He led her through the French doors, and over to the railing.  "You want to live dangerously, or more safely?"

"I don't want to die for sex..." Tanya said.

"Party pooper," he said with a grin.  "Bend over and grab the railing, then."

Tanya immediately did as requested, and David's cock was soon pressing firmly against her hole.  As he slid inside, she mewled.  Their first time had been great, and she was hoping he'd be able to at least equal it.  So far, he was doing just fine.

Once David had slid his entire length into her, he paused.  He leaned forward and ran his hands along her sides, then cupped her tits.  He molded them gently in his fingers, and started to make small motions with his hips, slipping his dick in and out of her in short strokes.

"Oh, yeah," she said.  "That's nice."

David started to rock his hips in bigger moves, taking longer strokes inside her.  He moved his fingers to her nipples, tugging firmly on them and twisting gently.

"Oh, fuck yes," Tanya murmured, rolling her hips to help him get as deep into her as possible.

Their coupling continued, David's heat rising.  He could sense his climax coming, and he grunted in warning.

"Yeah, do it!  Fucking do it!" Tanya moaned.

With that, David slammed his hips into hers and froze, blasting his seed deep into her.  For a long moment he stayed that way, until finally the spasms subsided and he was able to catch his breath.

"God that was great, but I didn't come yet," Tanya said.

"I know, but I never said we were done."

"Mm-hmm," she replied, then dropped to her knees.  Without any preamble, she took his dick into her mouth and began to lick it clean of her juices.  She was, of course, also trying to get him hard again.  David put his hands gently on her head to help him balance; he was a bit unsteady, still, from his orgasm.

After a couple minutes, Tanya had him nice and hard again, so she let him loose and stood up.

"I get to choose this time," she said.

"Okay," David agreed.  "How do you want to do it?"

"Go lie on the bed," she told him.

David quickly complied, lying down in the middle of the bed.  Tanya joined him, then squatted over him.  She took his dick in hand and held it upright, then moved herself into place, settling down onto his cock until her ass was resting on his legs, and the only things touching him were her ass and pussy.

David reached out and took her hands.

"For balance," he said.

Tanya smiled, and then she started to move on him.  The sensation was wonderful, as his concentration was completely focused on her pussy rubbing the length of his dick.  Tanya had closed her eyes, and she was moaning as her dirty blonde hair bounced with her moves.  She was ramping up to her peak, and David loved watching her face contort as she did.

In only a couple minutes, Tanya slammed herself down onto David's cock and her body began to shudder.  She was uttering sharp barks of pleasure, her climax washing over her.  David held onto her hands, keeping her upright.  He allowed her to work through her orgasm, and waited for her to start to come down.  Once she did, he pulled her down against him, and rolled them both over, so he was on top.

Tanya looked up at him a moment later, and smiled.  "I love doing it that way.  It's the quickest way to orgasm for me."

"I'll keep that in mind," he said with a grin.

"Mm.  And now it's your turn.  Are we doing it old school?"

"Yes," he said, sliding his dick out of her until just the head was inside, then slowly pushing it back in.  "I want to see how long it takes you to come this way."

"This could take a half hour," she said, a soft moan punctuating her words.

"Oh.  Maybe I should slow down a little, then?" he asked with a mischievous grin.

"Hmm," she murmured, closing her eyes for a long moment as he continued to slide in and out of her at a leisurely, but highly enjoyable, pace.  After a minute, she opened her eyes and looked at him.  "You said you'd keep in mind my favorite position.  Does that mean you're going to want to use it again in the future?"

David did not falter in his pace.  It was an odd time to have that discussion, but he wasn't going to stop the pleasure just because of the pain.

"Whenever you'd like," he said.  "But... I mean, you have to realize I'm probably not the guy you want to take home to Mom and Dad."

"Why not?"

"Well, for one thing, I'm a demighost."

"Oh, yeah.  I keep forgetting."

"Thank you."

"For another thing?" she asked, moaning again as his dick hit a particularly sensitive spot.

"For another thing, I have a slave.  A slave that I don't intend to give up, and with whom I regularly have sex."

"Yeah, my mom might not go for that.  Dad would, from your angle, but not for his little girl."

David smirked.  "Exactly."

"Not to mention there's every likelihood that in a couple years, I'll be moving, and you wouldn't be able to."

"Wouldn't be able to?"

"Woodward Academy doesn't get up and walk around."

Tanya chuckled at the image that produced.  "I could get another job."

"Not one as prestigious."

"You really love that school, don't you?"

"After my friends, that school is the most important thing in the world to me.  When I first became a demighost, Woodward became my home.  The teachers became my family."

"Even Prof. Quayde?  I've heard some interesting things about you and him..."

"There's one of those in every family," David said dismissively.

"Two in mine, actually," Tanya agreed.

"Do you really want to date me, Tanya?" David asked seriously.

"I don't know.  I think you and I could become a good couple.  But I see your point.  We'd be starting out with two strikes against us.  But... mm, do that again...  Oh, shit, yeah.  What was I saying?"

"Two strikes against us," David said with a smile.

"Yeah.  But we can still be really good friends, right?"

"If I don't get to see you naked in the shower at least once a year, I will be very sad."

Tanya laughed.  She then put her arms around David's neck and pulled him down so she could kiss him.  With that, David sped up their lovemaking.  Tanya began to roll her hips in time with his thrusts.

For long minutes, the two kissed and coupled.  David slipped his hands beneath her, holding his weight on his elbows, but pulling her tightly against him, the hard points of her nipples digging into his chest.  She kept her arms around his neck, and crossed her ankles behind his butt, giving him a better position for penetration.

Inevitably, their passions rose.  The process was slow at first, but it fed on itself, causing them to move a bit faster, which caused their arousal to go higher, causing them to go faster still.  They were stoking the fires of their passion, and the flames grew hotter with every second.

Finally, their fervor exploded in cries of ecstasy, the two writhing together as they rode the blast of pleasure that rocked their bodies.  Their bodies slowly settled from the fireworks, and they were left breathless and heaving, their forms still crushed together on the bed, as they had not released each other yet.

After a long time, Tanya finally let her arms and legs slip off David, and he slowly settled down beside her on the bed, pulling her close to him and kissing her.  She kissed back tenderly; their passions were sated, and what was left was a friendship and caring for each other.

The two lay together silently for many minutes, until Tanya stirred.  "I'd rather spend the night here, but I think I'd best get back to school.  I left Tom in charge of things."

"He's competent... for the number of people still at the school.  Hell, the security staff almost equals them in number."

Tanya chuckled.  "I know, but I don't want him getting ideas.  I don't plan on promoting him to deputy, so..."

David nodded.  "I'm sorry you didn't get your girl-freak on," he said.

Tanya laughed.  "That's the weirdest way to put that I've ever heard!"  After she settled, she said, "It's okay.  You made up for any loss."  She kissed him again, sliding her tongue into his mouth for a moment, and then letting him loose.  "Anyway, now you know how she feels about it, which was the point of the encounter."

"Yeah.  Thank you, for being willing."

"My pleasure.  And if you really want a threesome, I'm quite sure I can find another girl to join us."

David arched his eyebrows for a second.  "I'll remember that, too."

Tanya smiled, kissed him again, then rose.  He stayed on the bed and watched her look around for her clothes.  "Where did we... oh, shit, they're on the lift, aren't they?"

"Yep.  C'mon, I'll walk you out.  I have to go talk with Olissa, anyway."

"Don't be too hard on her.  This isn't something she can really control."

"I know. The problem isn't that she wasn't willing, it's how she handled it.  And she will expect to be punished, so I'll have to come up with something."

The two got dressed as the lift took them down to the first floor.  David stepped out with Tanya, and then she looked a bit dismayed.

"How am I going to get a coach this time of night?" she asked.

David said, "Take my glide car."

"Then how will you get it back?"

"You can come back during daylight and drop it off."

"Hmm," she said with a grin.  "But what if you need to go somewhere?"

"If I really need to get somewhere, I can call on Cupcake to take me."

"Cupcake?"

"My pegasus."

"Oh, that's right.  I'd forgotten you were a Peg Rider.  Well, in that case, thank you."  She kissed him again, and then they separated.

David watched Tanya get into the glide car, read through the quick guide that he kept on the dashboard, and then speed off into the night.  With that, he turned and went back into the house.

Olissa was, of course, just where he'd told her to be.  She wouldn't leave that room until he'd talked to her.

As soon as David entered the room, Olissa came to her feet, her head bowed.

"In your position, on the bed," he told her calmly.

Olissa immediately moved onto the bed, kneeling with her knees wide, her hands clasped together behind her head, her eyes pointed slightly downward.

"You're aware of the rule you broke?" David asked.

"I didn't obey your order," she said simply.

"And you're aware how serious an infraction that is?"

"Yes, Master.  It's probably the worst thing I could do."

"Yet you did it anyway.  Why?"

"Because, Master, I would rather face your punishment than what we were doing."

"Even without knowing what my punishment would be?"

"Yes, Master."

"What if, as punishment, I chose to put you in the bondage field, and let Tanya have her way with you?"

Olissa visibly paled.  "I had not considered that particular punishment, Master."

"Right.  I can always think of something worse.  Remember that."

"Yes, Master.  Is that what you're going to make me do?"

"No.  Do you know what you should have done this evening?"

"Forced myself to continue with the two of you," Olissa said.

"No, that would have been a violation of another rule," David said.

"It would?" she asked, briefly looking up, then resuming her downward gaze.

"I told you never to do something that was completely against your character.  If the situation resulted from an order I had given, you were to object - politely - and explain yourself, then await my decision."

Olissa was quiet for a long moment, then said, "Yes, Master.  I had forgotten.  I was so uncomfortable that I didn't think about what you'd told me to do, only that I needed to get away from what was happening."

"So it was a gut reaction," David said.

"Yes, Master.  I'm sorry."

"I know that, Olissa.  I never thought you were disobeying me out of disrespect.  If I'd thought that, I would be very angry, and you would know it."

"Thank you, Master, for your... forbearance."

David smirked.  "The problem is how to help you understand that you must, at all times, trust me, and turn toward me, instead of away from me, when something unpleasant happens.  You need to remember that I am here to protect you, not to terrorize you."

"Yes, Master.  I know that, when I have time to think.  My immediate reactions are a little slow to catch on, I'm afraid."

David nodded.  "I want your punishment to also be a learning experience.  As such, I'm going to have to think carefully about what I'm going to punish you with.  For right now, you are free to do as you please... right after you change the sheets upstairs."

"Were you two that messy, Master?" she asked, then blushed.

"Not particularly, but there's a wet spot where you're going to sleep."

Olissa looked up at him in surprised relief for a moment, before dropping her eyes again.  "Thank you, Master," she said, the happiness in her voice clear.

David stepped close to her, and put his finger under her chin, to force her to look up at him.

"I love you, Olissa."

"I love you, too, Master," she said, right before he kissed her.



"Where's your partner?" Joyce asked.

"We figured it'd be too crowded in the truck with five people," David said.  He was driving Joyce, Diana and Willisa, the three witnesses against the rogue wizard, up to the travel gate.  The trial against the wizard was set for later in the day.

"Why's it so far from home?  Shouldn't he be tried in New York?"

"I told you, he's a wizard.  He'll be tried in wizard court."

"And there's no 'wizard court' in New York?" Joyce asked derisively.  She still had trouble believing the whole concept.

"There's no wizard court in Earth," David replied as he pulled into the parking lot of a hotel.

"Uh... we spending the night?"

"No.  Come on."

The three women followed David into the hotel.  He nodded to the man at the desk, who just nodded back.  Down a hallway, David opened the door to room 7, and ushered the three women inside.

"Now what?  If you're trying to get with us, you could have at least picked a room with a bed," Diana told him.

David just arched an eyebrow, then moved past them, to the back wall of the room.  He placed his hand on a certain spot, and suddenly the wall disappeared.

"What the fuck?" Willisa exclaimed.

"Ladies, if you would," David said, motioning them forward.

"Would what?" Diana asked.

"Walk into the other room," David elaborated.

"Uh..." Diana hesitated.

"It's just some kind of illusion," Joyce said.  She stepped forward, stopping a foot from the wall, and then slowly put her hand out, expecting to feel the solid wall stop her hand.

But it didn't.

She stepped forward, her hand stretched out in front of her, until she was actually in the other room.

"That's one.  Now, if you two would follow her..."

"What the hell is this?" Diana asked.

"It's a travel gate.  I told you about this when I picked you up.  The trial is held in Callamandia.  This is the only way to get to Callamandia from Earth.  Well, this gate, and several others like it.  Now, please."

Willisa shrugged and walked through.  Diana still struggled with the idea.

"Is it safe?"

"Safe compared to what?  You live in New York City."

"Good point."  Diana finally walked through the travel gate, to find herself with the others in a storage room.

David passed through the gate, and it disappeared, leaving behind a blank wall with the faint outline of an archway.

"Come on," David said.  "The coach is outside."

"You said it was a trial, not a football game," Joyce objected.

As David led them through the pub, he said, "Not that kind of coach."

They stepped out into the light, to see the typical Rimohr coach, harnessed to a team of horses.  The ladies boarded the coach, then David followed them.  In a brief moment, they were moving.

"Now, I must ask that all three of you stick close to me while you're here.  As non-wizards, it is illegal for you to be in Callamandia unescorted."

"And what would happen if we ran off?" Joyce demanded.

"You would be tracked down, detained, and deported back to Earth."

"Big deal.  I'm going back to New York, anyway."

"I didn't mention for how long you would be detained," David pointed out.

"Oh."

David didn't say anything for the rest of their trip to Bolmont.  The ladies stared out the window at the countryside.

Once at the courthouse, David escorted the women into the courtroom, and sat them in the witnesses seats.  He sat next to them.

The trial was mostly dull.  The three women were each called to tell their story.  The defense tried to discredit them, but there was little he could say to harm their credibility.

Finally, David was called.

"Officer Stroud, can you tell us anything more about what happened the night Willisa was sent to the hospital?"

"The defendant had conjured the coin to a spot inside of Willisa's body.  The coin was lodged against her spine, pressing in such a way as to render her unable to move her legs.

"I conjured the coin out of her body, and luckily there was no persisting damage.  I entered the coin into evidence.  It's that one on the table."

"Note that Officer Stroud is referring to King's Exhibit One, Your Honor.  Officer Stroud, did you see the defendant conjure this coin into her body?"

"Yes."

"Objection!" the wizard, who referred to himself as The Great Mancini, shouted.

"On what grounds?" the magistrate asked.

"Since the inside of her body was not visible, he cannot claim to have seen anyone conjure it to that location."

"Would you care to rephrase your question, Madam Prosecutor?"

"Officer Stroud, tell the court exactly what you did see that night."

"I saw the defendant holding the coin in his hand.  I heard him utter a conjuring spell.  I saw the flash of the conjure between his fingers.  Then I saw the young woman fall to the ground, unable to move her legs.  Later that night, I found the coin embedded into her body next to her spine, as I said earlier."

"Very well.  No further questions."

"Does defense wish to cross?"

"You bet.  Officer Stroud, you said I cast a conjuring spell.  On what basis do you make that statement?"

"I know what a conjuring spell sounds like," David replied.

"Oh?  Are you a conjuring expert?" the man asked derisively.

"Actually, yes.  I'm a Level 4 Master Conjurer of the Royal Conjuring Association, and I have taught Conjuring at the Woodward Academy of Magical Arts."

The man paled, and the audience gasped.

"Um... no more questions for this witness, Your Honor," the defendant said.

"I didn't think so," David replied snidely.

The magistrate tried to hide his grin.  "You are dismissed, Officer Stroud."

David took his seat to watch the rest of the trial, which didn't take very long.  The verdict was a foregone conclusion, and then everyone was dismissed.

As David drove the three ladies home, they asked, "So what does his sentence mean?"

"It means he gets to spend ten years in a place you would never want to visit," David replied.  "Wizard prison is not a nice place.  It makes Alcatraz look like fun."

"You mean no cable TV?" Willisa asked derisively.

"I mean mental and emotional torment twenty-four hours a day," David said.

"That's barbaric," Diana objected.

"So is being a criminal," David replied simply.

"So you sink to their level," Diana said.

"You have your ways of doing things, and we have ours.  We do what works in our world, with our citizens.  You have your way which... um... does something or other..."

"The crime rate is dropping all over the place!" she snapped.

"I've heard that.  And yet people feel less and less safe.  I wonder why that is.  In any case, yes, wizard prison is harsh, nasty, and brutish, and people work very hard to not go there."

"And how long until he gets out?" Joyce asked.

"Ten years," David said.

"I know that's what he was sentenced to, but how long..."

"Ten... years," David replied.  "There is no such thing as time off for good behavior.  If you're sentenced to ten years, you are going to serve every minute of that time."

"Must be crowded there," Diana put in.

"No, Barnard Hill is about half empty.  As I said, people work very hard to not go there."

"I'm just as glad that bastard is stuck in jail for ten years.  Fucker nearly cost me the use of my legs," Willisa said.

Diana could see she was outnumbered, so kept her peace after that.



"Stroud, get your ass outside.  Your ride to the Academy is waiting," Agent Wilson said smugly.

Vivian said, "Good luck, David.  I'm sure you'll do great."

Joe said, "If my report carries any weight, you should do fine."

David nodded, shook both their hands, and then turned to leave.

"Nice knowing you, Stroud," Wilson said.  "My report made it abundantly clear just what kind of 'officer' you are.  There is no chance you're coming back here."

"Well, I don't know, Fred," David said, intentionally insulting the man by using his first name.  "I mean, all your report will tell them is that I'm a different kind of officer from you.  And, well, not to put too fine a point on it, but how many chevrons from the king do you have?"

As Wilson's mouth flopped agape, David turned around and walked out of the office.  It was a six hour trip down to Cormatsen, where the academy was located.  He would have his review in the afternoon, and he'd come back the next day, since pegs were never asked to fly at night.

As he boarded the coach, he was a little concerned.  The Rimohrs were a bureaucracy, and bureaucrats didn't really like people who rocked the boat.  David knew that he wasn't so much rocking the boat as threatening to capsize it at times.

Oh well.  I have other options.



"Up next is David Stroud," the senior member of the commission stated.  "Joined the Rimohr Internship Program last June.  We have reports from his training officer, his supervisory officer, and the supervising agent of the Bolmont Division."

"Question, sir," David said.

"Yes?"

"I know that my training officer is Joe Garibaldi, but who was my supervisory officer?"

The commission member looked down at the paperwork and said, "One... Vivian Columbo, assigned by your training officer.  You weren't aware of her role?"

"No, sir.  She and I worked together frequently, but I was never told that she'd been given an official position relative to my training."

The commission member nodded.  "Your training officer states that he wanted to see if you acted differently when you thought no one who was part of your internship was watching."

"Yes, sir," David replied.  Sneaky bastard.

"In any case, the reports from your supervisory officer are glowing.  She gives you high marks across the board."

"I'd like to point out, however," another commission member said, "That Vivian Columbo has been a Rimohr for seven years, and has yet to make agent, despite having come up for promotional review four times."

"Your point being?"

"What she considers an exemplary officer might not be exactly what we'd consider exemplary."

"Perhaps, but she backs up most of her observations with concrete examples of the intern's behavior."

The dissenting commission member did not respond to that.

"Carrying on, the report from your training officer is mostly positive, as well.  He states that you do occasionally have difficulty accepting the limitations of the system.  Care to comment on that?"

David said, "I don't like seeing innocent people hurt, which means I don't like seeing guilty people go free because of some stupid legal technicality."

"A land without laws is thrown into chaos," the commission member replied.

"A land with stupid laws is also thrown into chaos," David retorted.

The commission members all raised an eyebrow at that.

"Carrying on," the senior commission member said after a moment, "The report from Supervisory Agent Wilson is... shall we say, less than glowing.  He gives you negative marks in every single aspect of your job.  How do you reconcile the high marks of your immediate supervisors with the negative response of your commanding officer?"

"Would it hurt my review if I call my commanding officer a bombastic twit with his head shoved up his ass?"

Two of the commission members almost choked trying not to laugh.  The senior commissioner took things a bit more seriously.  "Obviously, there's a personality clash."

"No, sir.  In order for our personalities to clash, Agent Wilson would have to have one first.  The truth is that Agent Wilson lives and dies by the minutiae of the regulation book."

"And what's wrong with that?" the dissenting commissioner asked sharply.

"Simple.  The regulations cannot anticipate all situations.  Most Rimohrs that I have asked have not even read the regulation manual from cover to cover.  I have, but I find that when I am in the field, the regulations are usually in direct opposition to actually solving the crime.  As such, I choose to solve the crime, since that is the point of my job.  Agent Wilson has a problem with this approach.  He is far more interested in making sure his paperwork looks good than helping the public."

"You know, he came up through the ranks, just like any other Rimohr," the commissioner said.

"And the last time he was in the field was two and a half years ago.  He was already head of the Bolmont Division at that point.  Before that particular job, he hadn't been in the field for another year.  If he has any recollection of what field work is actually like, I've seen no sign of it."

"You're awfully arrogant for an intern," the dissenting commissioner said derisively.

"You asked me to explain the reason for the difference between Agent Wilson's and Agent Garibaldi's evaluations of me.  In order to do that, it is necessary for me to give my opinion."

"Agent Wilson also says that you regularly disrespect him and talk back."

"Absolutely true," David replied.

"You admit to insubordination?"

"I will not follow the authority of someone who doesn't deserve it."

"So why the hell should we continue you in this program?  You've admitted to being a rogue."

"The only reason to continue me in the program, sir, is because I've actually done the job the way it's supposed to be done.  If you don't think that I have, then you shouldn't continue me in the program."

"You're not going to defend your actions?" the senior commissioner said.

"I don't feel there's anything to defend," David replied.  "I did the job as best I could, with the goal of actually catching dark wizards and preventing injury to others.  Doing the job in some other way would be to change the goal I'm trying to achieve.  Since I'm not willing to do that..."  David shrugged.

"I think we've heard enough," the senior commissioner said.  "It's time to vote on this candidate.  All in favor of continuing this candidate forward?"

Two hands went up.

"Opposed?"

Two different hands went up.

The senior commissioner, who had not voted, said, "As of now, we have a two-to-two tie.  Under normal circumstances, it would be my job to break the tie.  However, in this case, we have a directive from the Commandant.  At his direction, David Stroud is to be continued in the Rimohr Internship Program."

"So why did we even bother with this?" the commission member who had been so vocally opposed asked.

"So that I could see where the commission members stood on the issue.  The Commissioner was interested in knowing that.  Officer Stroud, you are officially continued in the internship program until your next review.  The date of that review will be relayed to you when it is decided upon."

"Yes, sir.  Sir, may I ask, which way would you have voted?"

The senior member smiled and said, "Wouldn't you like to know.  Dismissed, Officer."



"So it was a close call," Jailla said.  "You could have been dismissed."

"Well, no, not really.  Apparently, I was never in jeopardy.  I mean, the note from the Commandant was in that commission member's hands before the hearing started, so it really didn't matter what was said there."

"Why do you think the Commandant wants you to continue so badly?"

"I doubt that was his own decision.  Someone further up the line must want me in the Rimohrs.  Why, I don't know."

"So, will you now be even more aggressive in your prosecution of justice?"

"Not consciously... but I guess it's possible I may be slightly snottier to Wilson."

"You really don't like him."

"He's almost as bad as those CSB assholes I had to deal with when Cat was in trouble.  Appearance is so much more important to him than substance.  I just can't stand that kind of thing."

"Yes, I know.  So, where are we headed?"

"Ellen wanted to meet, to go over the agenda for our next guild meeting."

David was walking across the terrace, and he was startled to see Cupcake galloping toward him.  When she reached him, she stomped her feet and reared up in a highly agitated state.

"What's wrong, girl?" David asked, concerned.  She stopped rearing up and turned her head to face back toward the paddock.

David jumped up onto her back.  "Show me," he said.

Cupcake was immediately running flat out.  She leapt the paddock fence, clearing it by five feet.  She used her wings to bring herself to a quick stop, and David slid down off her.  She had stopped just outside a circle of pegs, who all moved back to give David room to move through them.

Lying on the ground amongst the pegs was a body.  David dropped to his knees and turned the body over.

Ellen Abernathy stared blankly up into the sky.  She did not register David's presence at all.  He felt for a pulse, and was relieved to find that her heart was beating strongly.  She was breathing, as well.  David called her name loudly several times, and even slapped her quite harshly, with no response, except for the reddening of her cheek.

"Fuck, what the hell happened here?" David asked no one in particular, since there was no one who could answer the question.

"Cupcake, we need to get Ellen up to the infirmary."

Cupcake was immediately next to him, standing steady so that he could shove the unconscious caretaker onto her shoulders.  David climbed up after that, and Cupcake was immediately off.

The infirmary was empty when David came in.  He set Ellen down on the first bed he came to, then looked in Annie's office.  Everything made him believe that she had gone on vacation already.

Pulling out his mirror, David called Dean Lengel.

"Hello, David," she said.

"Hi, Emile.  Is there a healer on campus?"

"You know better.  There's almost no one on campus at the moment.  Even Sam is off on vacation.  What's the matter?"

"I found Ellen Abernathy in the pegasus paddock.  She is completely unresponsive.  I'd call her state catatonic."

"There's a new healer down in Gorumshead, but she's very young, so she might not be of much help."

"Probably more help than I am," David said.

"Perhaps, perhaps not.  Give her a call and see."

"I'll do that, thanks."

David broke the connection with Dean Lengel, and called the healer in town, who said she would be up as quickly as she could.

David paced until the healer arrived.

"I'm Healer Dixalena McCall.  You can call me Dixie.  You are?"

"David Stroud.  I'm not a healer, I'm just the one who found her."

"Okay.  Tell me what you know."

"I found her in the pegasus paddock, lying face down.  She has a strong heartbeat, and she's breathing fine, but she was staring blankly.  I closed her eyes to protect them, but they were wide open... like, wider than you would normally have them if you were just looking at something."

"As if she'd been surprised?"

"Or hit by sudden pain, something like that, yeah."

"Has there been any change at all?"

"No."

"How long ago did you find her?"

"About twenty minutes, I guess."

"All right, let me look her over."

David leaned against a table as the healer examined Ellen.  It only took her five minutes.

"She's been hexed."

"With what?"

"Hell if I know," she said bluntly.  "I've never seen anything like it.  I've never read about anything like it.  Her mind seems to be stuck in some kind of loop, and unless the loop is broken, she'll remain stuck there."

"Shit.  Um... okay, I once had a friend who had been attacked with Gelert Potion.  I was able to bring her out of that coma by possessing her mind.  Would that work here?"

"Possessing her mind?" Healer McCall asked dubiously.

"Sorry, I forgot to mention, I'm a demighost."

"Oh.  Okay, and that's something demighosts can do?"

"Yes."

"You could try it, but I wouldn't expect it to work.  Gelert Potion works very differently to what this is doing.  In Gelert Potion, the mind isn't given anything to do, it is simply told to stay asleep.  In this case, the mind has all sorts of things to do, and it keeps doing them over and over again.  So, like I said, you can try, but I wouldn't expect results."

"Could you stick around while I try it?  If it goes bad, I could get hurt."

"Sure."

David ghosted himself, and then he lay down on top of Ellen, lining his head up with hers.  He made himself invisible, and then he tried to force himself to solid form.

David's ghost self was thrown clear across the room.  He slammed into a table, knocking it over, and tumbled over the wreckage, finally coming to a stop against one of the beds.

Healer McCall was quickly at his side, lifting him up onto the bed.

"I'd say that worked spectacularly poorly," she told him.

"Ungh," he replied.  The room was still spinning for him.  Slowly, things started to come to a stop.

"Lie still," she said.  "You have a broken arm."  David had been resolidifed as he was thrown clear of Ellen's body.

"Hang on a second," he said.  He closed his eyes, wincing with the pain, and then faded to ghost form.  He stayed that way for a minute or so, and then turned himself solid again.

"How about now?" he asked.

The healer scanned him and said, "That's incredible.  You only have a slight fracture now."

David went back to ghost form for another minute, and his arm was back to normal condition.

"Fascinating," she said.

"Be fascinated with the person still in trouble," David grumped.

"Sorry.  I'm sure it gets old, having people gawk at you.  In any case, I'm sorry, but there's nothing I can do for her.  I'll go back and look through some texts, but I have no idea at all what she's been hit with.'

"Okay.  Thank you.  Please let me know if you come up with something.  I will try to do my own research, and see if I find anything out."

"Good.  Maybe together, we can solve it.  Good luck."

David shook her hand, then watched her go.  He then looked back at Ellen, lying unconscious on the bed.

"Fuck," he said out loud.

Flo, Lydia, Gwen, Sam, and now Ellen.  That's five friends, all attacked for no apparent reason...

...Who will be next?
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